
1. the tragedy

Notes for the Chapter:Warnings for apparent self-harm and suicide (from the perspective of one character) and just mentions of murder in general.




    
    The violent death of Zhongli-xiansheng, respected consultant of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, came as a shock to the people of Liyue Harbor. Under the early afternoon sun, the man in question stumbled out backwards onto a second-floor balcony overlooking the crowded main street. One hand scrabbled at the hilt of a knife, buried in his stomach. His back hit the railing of the balcony and then - he fell from that height like a disgraced god from Celestia.

People screamed. The Millileth came running and medics were called for, but within minutes it became clear he was not just beyond saving, but already gone.

The apartment he’d fallen out of belonged to a moderately well-known silk merchant named Beiyun. The Millileth tracked him down later that day browsing wares at the docks. Beiyun feigned ignorance at first, claiming that he was unacquainted with Zhongli and had no idea why he would have been at his apartment, and yet one of his neighbours reported having seen him sneak away from the scene of the crime shortly after it had happened. After that he broke down surprisingly quickly - and yet his confession was not quite the one they’d expected.

“He snuck into my house and stabbed himself!” Beiyun insisted. “I’m telling the truth, I swear it on Rex Lapis! He couldn’t have been human. He - he was waiting for me when I came home. He looked me in the eye and put the knife in himself and walked off the balcony on his own! It wasn’t me!”

As far as excuses went, this one was outright laughable. What a stupid person, the city agreed. He couldn’t have thought up of a better lie? Better to insist that his neighbour was wrong about him having been there at all than to say that Zhongli-xiansheng killed himself.

The investigation into the event only damned Beiyun further. When Zhongli died, one hand had been slack around his wound; the other had been clenched tight around a piece of paper. Unfolded, it was a carefully sketched out map of Tianqiu Valley with an X marked by the water. When the Yuheng of the Qixing went to the place with the Millileth in tow, a quick dig revealed the bodies of several men and women that had recently gone missing. So not only was Beiyun a murderer, he was a serial one as well.

The facts were clear: Zhongli had discovered the silk merchant’s crimes and had foolishly yet bravely gone to confront him about them. Beiyun panicked, stabbed him, ran off, and tried to pretend it had happened differently. The gossipy old ladies of Liyue shook their heads as they wept over weekend tea. “That beautiful, absent-minded fool!” they said. “He had too much faith in the goodness of humanity. I always knew something like this would happen eventually.”

The only one in the group who did not weep and extol the virtues of Beiyun’s latest victim was one Madame Ping of Yujing Terrace, who merely passed a hand over her face and looked tired - a sign everyone present took to be of her being too overcome by grief to speak. Everyone knew that Madame Ping and Zhongli-xiansheng had been close to one another; she’d practically been his grandmother. At least she could take comfort in the fact that her dear friend had died a hero, and his killer had been caught so quickly.

 

The day before Beiyun was slated for trial, Tartaglia of the Fatui - Eleventh of the Tsaritsa’s Eleven Harbingers - returned to Liyue.

His re-entry into the city which he’d once almost destroyed went … rather more smoothly than he’d been expecting. Sure, the Qixing’s half-adeptus stressed-out-looking secretary had snapped her pen in two at the sight of him, but in the end they let him through after only an hour of negotiating with only half as many restrictions as he’d been anticipating. He didn’t even have to bribe any of them, and Lady Keqing came up to him afterwards and said, “I don’t like you, but nonetheless you have my condolences. I will see you in a few days’ time,” and walked away before he could ask her what the fuck she was talking about.

With the Qixing dealt with, Childe headed next to the Northland Bank, the not-so-secret base of operations for the Fatui in Liyue. Ekaterina paled at the sight of him and immediately got to her feet. She went around her desk, meeting him halfway across the lobby. He opened his mouth to tease her about being so glad to see him that she had managed to pull herself away from her paperwork, but something about her expression - what little of it he could see underneath her uniform mask, that was - made him pause.

“Master Childe,” she said. “You arrived much more quickly than we anticipated. I only sent out the letter a few days ago. How did you learn about what happened so fast?”

Dread and deja vu sank to the bottom of his stomach. Between this and the Qixing, it was clear something had happened in Liyue while he was gone - something recent that affected him, and he was again the last to know.

“I am incredible that way,” he replied, “but for the sake of … confirmation, why don’t you tell me again exactly what happened, in detail this time?”

Ekaterina knew him well enough to know that this meant he didn’t know anything at all. She paled further, which boded badly for whatever news he was missing out on. “Of course, Master Childe,” she murmured. “Your office from last time is still unoccupied. I will inform you there.” She hesitated and added, “You may want to sit down for this.”

“Is it Teucer?” said Childe sharply. “Did he come back to Liyue? Did something happen to him?”

“Oh - no, it has nothing to do with your brother.”

Ah. Of course not; he’d said goodbye to Teucer and the rest of his family on the coast of Snezhnaya. There was no way he could have beaten him to Liyue and fallen into trouble in the time in between. Childe forced himself to relax. “To my office, then.”

There, Ekaterina shut the door behind them while Childe took a seat behind his desk. He clenched his fists on top of the table and said, curt and clipped, “Tell me.”

“Your associate Zhongli-xiansheng of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor was murdered earlier this week. The Qixing have caught the one who did it, and he will stand trial tomorrow; Zhongli-xiansheng’s funeral will be held in three days’ time. Lord Harbinger, we of the Northland Bank are deeply sorry for your loss.”

Zhongli. Murdered. Funeral. The words rattled around in his head, utterly nonsensical.

What, Childe thought, again?

 

“Dijun,” said Xiao, “again?”

The Conqueror of Demons sat at a table on the highest and most secluded floor of Wangshu Inn. In front of him sat a bowl of almond tofu, and across from him sat an elegant, dark-haired woman wearing a black and gold qipao, and in front of her sat several of the Inn’s finest dishes, which she was slowly but steadily and single-handedly making her way through, and occasionally criticizing.

“You should try the fried okra,” said Rex Lapis, God of Contracts and (former) Geo Archon of the land of Liyue. “Though slightly under-salted, the quality of the ingredients cannot be denied.”

Xiao obligingly picked up his chopsticks and lifted a single piece of okra to his lips. He chewed, he swallowed, and then he set the chopsticks down again with finality. “I don’t mean to question your decisions, Dijun. Your wisdom and selflessness is, as always, without fault.” She felt fairly certain this wasn’t true but had long since given up on trying to correct Xiao by saying so directly. “I am merely … surprised by your sudden sacrifice, considering you seemed very intent on retiring completely.”

There was little she could say in defence of that. “I suppose old habits die hard,” Rex Lapis mused. “Though Liyue has earned its independence, when it comes to matters such as this I still cannot bear to stand by and watch the common people suffer. I like to think that I saved lives with my decision, as much as I found the idea of meddling directly distasteful.”

She’d dismissed the idea of merely informing the Millileth nearly as soon as it had occurred to her. Zhongli had been considered trustworthy by the people of the Harbor (excepting that brief period of time he’d been on friendly terms with the Fatui), but they still would have wanted to know how he knew, and he’d had no evidence to give that wouldn’t turn the accusation against him in turn (or reveal that he was an adeptus). And despite current mass opinion on Beiyun’s intelligence, the merchant had actually been fairly clever in concealing his tracks. Something flashy needed to happen, Zhongli had decided. Something that would turn all eyes towards Beiyun and force a level of scrutiny that was inescapable.

“Will you go to the Harbor?” she asked. “I know you despise crowds, but Zhongli will have left you something in his will.”

“If Dijun so desires it.”

“And if Dijun’s desire is for you to eat more vegetables …”

When Xiao rubbed at his temples, Rex Lapis laughed and decided to be satisfied with her recent victories for now.

  



2. the will

Notes for the Chapter:Warning: Childe commits brief but moderately vivid murder in this chapter. If you’re not comfy with it, skip from “And he didn’t think they’d be too fussed about this particular person anyways” until after the double line break.




    
    Finding out where the Qixing were keeping Beiyun was a trivial matter for Childe’s subordinates. Ekaterina had already compiled a file on everything they knew about the case, so it was merely a matter of sitting down to read it. On any other day Childe might have felt some vague alarm that she’d been able to anticipate his needs so readily despite the two of them not having seen each other for nearly half a year, but at the moment he could barely spare enough emotion to feel grateful, and simply made a mental note to give her another raise.

Breaking into the jail cells underneath Yuehai Pavilion that night was even more trivial. As usual, the Millileth provided little challenge. Childe was able to evade or quietly knock out all the guards on his way through without being seen. By the time he reached the merchant’s cell, his bones itched with his restlessness. If only there had been - oh, something to make this more interesting, like a couple of death traps or some repurposed Ruin Hunter or a guard competent enough that he would have no choice but to fight them properly to move on, something that would let him blow off the energy coiling tighter and darker in the pit of his stomach with each passing hour. He would have to be careful when talking to Beiyun to avoid stabbing him immediately.

The merchant must have heard the sounds of the guards down the hall meeting the floor. He stood up quickly when Tartaglia approached, twirling the ring of keys around his right forefinger. Beiyun took him in - foreign colouring, nondescript dark clothing. Though they didn’t know each other, Tartaglia had still been careful to leave any strong identifiers behind. His mask and uniform had been left at the bank, and his Vision was concealed on his person. The Harbinger offered him a friendly smile and, while maintaining eye contact, started sliding the keys into the lock to test them.

“Are you here to get me out?” asked Beiyun. He sounded uncertain, as if he couldn’t quite imagine why anyone would bother. That was smart of him.

“Something like that.” Click-click went the key. The lock held - another failure. He moved onto the next. “I’ve read all there is to read on the matter and things just didn’t add up. You were so careful about the victims they found in Tianqiu Valley. Am I really supposed to believe you wouldn’t have extended the same courtesy to Zhongli-xiansheng?”

Beiyun licked his lips. “Are you … a fan?”

Ah, the narcissism of a common killer. Not that Tartaglia could make fun of it too much without walking the tightrope of hypocrisy. “I suppose you could consider me someone with an investment in uncovering the truth. When I heard your version of the story, I of course thought it was absurd - the whole city thinks it absurd - but unlike everyone else, it’s too absurd of a story to have been made up, I think. So I’d like to hear it again, from yourself directly, if it’s not too much trouble. Aha.” The lock turned. Tartaglia smiled, triumphant. “There we are.”

The door opened with a gentle creaking. Beiyun took an eager step forward that faltered halfway when Tartaglia stepped inside and kicked it gently shut behind him with the heel of his boot.

“Go on,” he encouraged, leaning against the bars and folding his arms. “Try not to be slow about it. We have time, but not all night.”

Beiyun looked at the door, and then at him, and said, “I … came home during my lunch break to look at some work files I’d left on the kitchen table, maybe indulge in a bit of wine I’d left in my room. I didn’t even see him at first. He must have been there already, but there were no signs of break-in so I don’t … I don’t know. I didn’t see him. I grabbed the bottle and the papers and went into the living room to sit and drink and then I noticed him because he moved. He stood in front of me holding my kitchen knife, and for a moment all he did was look at me. It scared the hell out of me, I’ll admit, but he looked at me so calmly, and without any aggression or intent, that … I just stood there, frozen, as if I were waiting to see what would happen. I’d seen him from a distance before, but up close, he was … well, a little overwhelming, but not in - not in a bad way, or at least I thought so at the time.”

Tartaglia nodded in understanding. As someone who’d had the breath knocked out of him several times by the quality of Zhongli’s face, it was easy for him to recognize that same awed sentiment in others, muddled even as it was in the merchant by fear and hatred for the insanity that happened afterwards.

“He was holding the knife,” Beiyun continued, seeming emboldened by the lack of open mockery, “but for a moment I almost thought he would open his mouth and just … greet me warmly, like we were old friends or something, even though we’d never spoken before. But he didn’t say anything. He just looked at me and lifted the knife and …” He gestured despairingly.

“Stabbed himself?” Tartaglia finished.

“Yes. The knife sank in so deeply, but his expression never changed - it was still so peaceful, and without pain, as he started walking backwards towards the doors to my balcony. But as soon as the sunlight hit his face, he started to look shocked and afraid, but he kept going, and then he fell. When the screaming started I ran.” He wet his lips. “Sometimes I dream that he isn’t dead. I didn’t see his final moments and it’s not like they’ll let me near his body, so I can’t - I just wish I knew for sure. Sometimes I’ll look up and I’m afraid he’ll just be there, standing in the corner, watching me, and no one else will be able to see him. I didn’t kill him, but if I could go back I think I would, just so at least I could confirm for myself that he’s dead. I hate him.”

“What about the paper they found in his hand?”

“He did this to me,” Beiyun whispered. “He did this on purpose, just to spite me. I don’t know how he found out, but he ruined everything - if not for him, I would have gotten away with it, I - ”

Tartaglia snapped his fingers once, twice. Beiyun’s head snapped up, expression startling. “Let’s stay on topic. The paper?”

“I … I didn’t notice him holding it at the time, but he must have been. He didn’t do or say anything that made me think that he … knew. I don’t know how he got it, and I don’t know how he found out. I thought I’d covered my tracks completely.”

“You probably did,” said Tartaglia, thoughtful. “Otherwise he wouldn’t have bothered to make such a scene.”

“So … so you believe me? You actually believe me? You agree that he set me up?”

“I didn’t know him nearly well enough that I can be completely sure,” said Tartaglia, fighting down the bitterness threatening to overtake his lighthearted tone, “but I suppose I could just ask him, once I track him down. While uncertainty is something you’ll have to die with, not all of us are so unlucky.”

One of the conditions the Qixing had set for Tartaglia’s stay was that he was not to kill anyone while in the Harbor. If Beiyun dropped dead now, they would absolutely know it had been him - but eh, what did it matter when they wouldn’t be able to prove it? And he didn’t think they’d be too fussed about this particular person anyways.

His Hydro blade slit Beiyun’s throat in one quick sweep. The wound was not so deep as to kill him instantly - just enough to keep from him screaming, and to let his fate sink in before he bled out.

The merchant collapsed backwards onto the cot, fingers scrabbling over his throat.

“Don’t feel too upset about how this turned out,” said Tartaglia, leaning over him. Beiyun’s eyes bulged at him as he flinched away, as if that would save him now. At least the attention meant that he was listening. Maybe. “Zhongli-xiansheng screwing you over was probably inevitable. I wouldn’t be surprised if he knew everything that goes on in this city, what with having been Rex Lapis and all. If he was capable of playing me, a regular person such as yourself wouldn’t have stood a chance.”

He straightened and sighed. “Look on the bright side. If he really is dead then at least you’ll have a headstart in hell before I come back for you.”

Childe locked the cell door behind him and left Beiyun gurgling on the mattress.

 

When it came to the reading of Zhongli’s will, Childe was the last relevant person to arrive at the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor despite its proximity to the Northland Bank and his having all but sprinted his way to the building once he realized the Ferrylady wasn’t joking about his presence being requested.

The lounge in which the reading was to take place was of the same design as the rest of the building - dark-walled and rich brown in colour, with gold accents and black couches probably worth small fortunes on their own. A somber place, but consoling all the same. Still, Childe didn’t feel very welcome when he stepped through the doors and all gazes turned towards him.

The Emissary of the Qixing jumped to her feet. “You!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

Curse Zhongli for leaving him in a city where no one else could stand him. Childe closed the door behind him. He plastered a smile onto his face; it was faker than usual. “Good morning, Ganyu-xiaojie. I presume I’m here for the same reason as you; I was told Zhongli left me something in his will.”

“That’s correct!” chirped Hu Tao. Wangsheng’s 77th Director was sitting on the sole desk in the room, legs swinging cheerfully. “As the executor of said will, I invited him here.”

“Why would Zhongli-daren leave something to you?” said Ganyu, still disbelieving.

He shrugged. “Perhaps, some lingering sentiment between former friends …?”

“Ganyu, who is this person?” The Adeptus Xiao leaned forward from where he was sitting on the couch beside the Qixing’s Emissary, his gold eyes cold and assessing. They landed on the scarlet mask hanging from his head. “The mortal claims he is Daren’s old friend, but I’ve never seen him before.”

Ganyu sat back down, back ramrod straight, her hands curling into fists over her knees. “He is … Tartaglia, Eleventh of the Tsaritsa’s Harbingers,” she said stiffly. “The one who released Osial.”

“Ah, Ganyu-xiaojie, you shouldn’t level accusations you can’t prove,” Childe managed to say over the sound of Xiao snarling, “What. Why would Zhongli-daren ever be friends with the likes of - ”

“OKAY, everybody shut up,” interrupted Hu Tao. She banged a gavel on the desk, making everyone jump. Where had she even gotten that? “The old man told me to make sure no one kills each other while he’s gone, good for business though it would be. Childe-xiansheng, can you take a seat so we can get started?”

Childe took the armchair nearest the doorway and said, “While he’s gone? So we’re all agreed that he’s not actually dead?”

He went completely ignored. While Hu Tao made her way through the obligatory legal jargon, Childe let his attention wander to the other people in the room. There were Ganyu and Xiao, of course, the former steadfastly not looking at him and the latter trying to melt his head with the sheer force of his glare, but there was also an old woman sitting in the back with her hands folded in her lap, and a strange, dark-haired boy lounging on the windowsill. He wore green and white, possessed two twin turquoise braids, and looked terribly amused. Childe could not help but think that the atmosphere in the room was rather lacking in the serious grief the loss of a loved one would have warranted.

“… in the event of his untimely demise, blah-blah-blah, and okay, here’s the good stuff,” said Hu Tao. “To my friend and neighbour, Madame Ping of Yujing Terrace, I leave any tea stored in my cupboards at my time of passing, and six out of my eight tea seats, excepting a) the one of white porcelain painted over with rabbits, and b) the one of clay you gifted to me the year before the passing of Rex Lapis.”

Childe remembered the porcelain one. He’d been the one who’d bought it for him. He didn’t know what to make of the fact that Zhongli had kept it, and sank a little deeper into his chair.

“To Ganyu, Head Secretary of Yuehai Pavilion, I leave my personal notes on the cultivation of Glaze Lilies and collection of books on agriculture, as well as a request that she not overwork herself. To the Adeptus Xiao of Wangshu Inn, I leave my three Dihua flutes in hopes that he might make good use of them, if he so desires, and also my entire wine cache, in hopes that he might keep them out of Venti’s grip.”

“Oh come on!” said the boy on the windowsill, throwing up his hands.

“To Hu Tao, my dearest, favourite and most beloved mortal the 77th Director of Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, I leave my collection of one hundred gold spider statues in hopes that she might take joy in them. I think I won the getting-stuff lottery on this one,” Hu Tao informed them. “Good luck beating a hundred gold spider statues, losers.”

“This isn’t a competition,” said Xiao, though he stopped making death gestures at Childe long enough to look a little amused.

“It’s a bit of a competition,” said Hu Tao.

“Director Hu,” said Ganyu politely, “I am really beginning to doubt how legal and professional your manner of procedure - ”

“To Venti,” Hu Tao interrupted, “I leave my guqin.”

A pause.

“That’s it?” said Venti. “Not that his guqin isn’t cool, but that’s all? No extra note or heartfelt message or anything? No special address? Something like, To my friend Venti, the greatest bard to ever come out of Mondstadt …”

“And to my friend Childe,” said Hu Tao, “the Fatui’s Eleventh Harbinger, I leave the ancient warbow I used to deal the finishing blow against the dragon Azhdaha in Tianqiu Valley. As a priceless historical artifact, I expect it will more than make up for however much Mora you have spent on my behalf by the time of my passing, but I also hope you will be able to make better use of it than I can in these peaceful days.”

“Cool,” murmured Childe, just in time for Ganyu and Xiao to jump to their feet and start shouting.

“There must be some mistake! To leave a weapon like that in the hands of a known criminal - ”

“This mortal dares presume to touch Dijun’s personal possessions - ”

“Now, now, I’m sure Zhongli knew what he was doing,” said Madame Ping, placating. “It’s not our place to question his decisions, especially now that he’s gone.”

“I don’t know, I’m kind of with those two on this one,” said Venti thoughtfully. “I wanted that bow. Hey, Harbinger! Wanna make a trade? I’ll let you touch my new guqin if you give me it.”

“Based on everyone’s reactions, I think I won the competition,” said Childe to Hu Tao, as Xiao and Ganyu continued to shout at him (and by extension over each other).

She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know, I think I’d still rather have the spiders.”

 

As for the remainder of my possessions, including my wealth and home, I leave to my next of kin. Should no such blood relative appear to claim my belongings within three months of my passing, Ganyu of Yuehai Pavilion is free to redistribute them amongst whatever charities her judgement sees fit.

How strange it was that Zhongli would choose to leave his stuff to blood relatives, when everyone in the room knew he had none.

  



3. the funeral, part 1


    
    Zhongli’s sister arrived in Liyue towards the end of the wake, scaring everyone present half out of their skin. Under the impression that she was his ghost, several weak-hearted attendees nearly joined her brother in the afterlife out of fright.

Not a single person who looked at her doubted that she was his identical twin. It was not only that they were of the same height, that the colours of their skin and eyes and hair were exactly the same as they had been, or that they both maintained the same level of warmly elegant untouchability. It was also that their personalities - from their mannerisms to their interests to their way of speaking - were so exact to one another that speaking to her was almost like speaking to him. That Zhongli had never mentioned a sister before did not impact the believability of her identity in the slightest.

The woman called herself Jianlao. She wore all white, the colour of mourning in Liyue. Her voice was as soft and thoughtful as Zhongli’s had been, with the same slight rasp and molten quality.

“I haven’t seen my brother for many years,” she said when pressed on where she’d been. “We have a lot in common, but that very similarity is precisely the reason we could not get along. I loved him, of course, and we kept in touch through letters, but I could not stay. How unfortunate it is, that my travels took me far from Liyue for so long that he would perish in my absence.”

As for how she’d learned of his death … “I have always respected Liyue’s efficiency in informing even its expatriates abroad of important matters. Wouldn’t you agree, Ganyu-xiaojie?”

“Oh, uh, yes,” said Ganyu, looking startled. “Very much so, my lor - uh, my lady, uh, Jianlao-xiaojie. Zhongli-xiansheng performed a great service to our country. I felt it was only appropriate to track down his family members, estranged though they may have been, and inform them of their loss.”

Jianlao made quite the picture standing over Zhongli’s casket in Wangsheng’s funeral hall, her hands behind her back and her expression distant and solemn. Her hand hesitated over her brother’s still face for a moment, as though wanting to brush the hair back from his eyes, but ultimately she withdrew without touching. To everyone observing, she was the very image of regretful, dignified grief. In the privacy of her own mind Zhongli wondered, Did my bangs always look like that from this angle?

Transporting the casket to the cemetery went unremarkably, as did the burial rites. As per the departed’s wishes, Hu Tao had hired Xinyan to play music at the funeral sufficiently loudly to drive away any evil spirits per the usual custom in Liyue. The rockstar had traded the cheerful reds in her outfit in favour of wearing all black, and there was not a single fiery Pyrotechnic to be seen. Xinyan’s guitar playing was excellent as always, despite her sobbing too loudly to accomplish any singing.

Zhongli was mildly surprised to have Xiao hovering over her shoulder as she burned joss paper before the grave. “You don’t usually attend these things,” she said to him. “I thought you disliked the crowds.” Xiao was even wearing plain black civilian garb in order to better disguise his identity as an adeptus from anyone not in the know. His cold eyes flitted frequently across the cemetery.

Xiao said in a low voice, “Ganyu and I would both prefer it if she were here watching you instead, but she has to leave early to go back to work.”

“Your concern is touching, but do I really need supervision?” said Zhongli, amused.

His brow furrowed. “Dijun, concerning your will … I …”

He trailed off at the approach of the Qixing. The Tianquan and the Yuheng offered their condolences and white envelope money. Ningguang said, “Zhongli-xiansheng was an esteemed member of our community who will be missed by everyone. The two of us were not close, but I had a great deal of respect for him. As one of the Qixing, I can assure you that his killer was caught and apprehended immediately.”

“Ah yes, the silk merchant,” Zhongli murmured. “Has his trial already been held?”

“You have only just arrived in the city, so you wouldn’t have heard. Beiyun, unfortunately, took his own life in the cells of Yuehai Pavilion the night before his trial. It is our negligence; as he’d seemed desperate for our mercy, we had not expected such a move. Our sincerest and most remorseful apologies.”

Now that was a surprise. Beiyun hadn’t seemed like the type to Zhongli, either. Then again, she hadn’t known him that well. “How did he manage such a thing?”

Ningguang shook her head. “A knife was found on his person but we have little idea of how it got there. Hidden under the mattress by the last resident of the cell, or maybe slipped to him by a guard - the investigation is ongoing. Ah, but I don’t wish to darken the day further by speaking of such things. If you have any trouble adjusting to Liyue during your stay, please do not hesitate to stop by Yuehai Pavilion. The Qixing will do everything in their power to welcome you.”

After that the Tianquan wandered off towards the food tables, but Keqing lingered and offered to light incense with them. After they offered their prayers to the deceased, Keqing said, “I am not good at comforting people, and I didn’t know Zhongli-xiansheng well either, so perhaps my words will be unwelcome, but nonetheless I think they should be said, and you are the only person I can say them to. When your brother was alive, I did not like him.”

Zhongli kept her expression neutral but silently agreed that Keqing was right about being bad at comforting people. Had she been any other person, or perhaps if she’d been less used to Keqing’s criticism towards Rex Lapis and traditional thinkers, she might have taken offence. As it was, she struggled not to laugh.

“For a long time I thought him old-fashioned and set in his ways,” Keqing continued, unaware of Zhongli’s internal plight. “Since he was a follower of the late Geo Archon, I considered him a potential obstacle to the forward march of Liyue’s human independence. Over the past half year, however, I’ve found myself increasingly appreciative of everything Rex Lapis has done for us and have come to understand his worshippers a little better. Your brother’s heroic actions were a final straw of sorts. When I saw those bodies in Tianqiu Valley …” She shook her head. “He died a hero, and I’m immensely proud to know that we had a citizen such as him in Liyue. I can’t help but feel towards him a bit of what I feel towards the Geo Archon - that I might have gotten along with him well enough if only I’d set aside my own pride to try. Without him still around to apologize to for my past disdain, the only one I can turn to is you. You don’t have to forgive me, of course. I know this story of mine was given unprompted. But this …” Keqing wrung her hands, briefly. “This is all I have to offer.”

The admission floored her. It was several long moments before Zhongli recovered enough to speak. “My brother had much to write on the topic on the Qixing around the time of Rex Lapis’s passing,” she ventured. “He spoke highly of their courage and initiative during a frightening and dangerous event in Liyue’s history. He admired the competence with which they maintained peace and order within the city even after the passing of their god. If it is any reassurance, Lady Yuheng, I do not believe he held you in low esteem, or that he would have expected or rejected your apology.”

“That actually … does not make me feel better,” said Keqing, shoulders slumping. “Now I just regret thinking poorly of him even more.”

Zhongli couldn’t hold back a quiet laugh at that. Keqing’s honesty was refreshing as always. “Seeing all these people come together to celebrate my brother has been incredibly touching.” And also awkward and uncomfortable, but Keqing didn’t need to know that. “I am glad to know that he had so many people supporting him even when I could not. It makes me want to stay and try to understand him better.”

Keqing studied her and said, “It seems that we are alike in that. If I may be so forward, would you be friends with me while you are in Liyue? You don’t have to agree, but I would hate to lose this opportunity as I did with Rex Lapis and Zhongli.”

Behind Zhongli, Xiao sank into a crouch and stuck his hands into his hair.

“I would like that very much,” she said, patting Xiao on the shoulder without looking. “May we have a long and prosperous friendship, Lady Keqing.”

 

“Dajie!” Hu Tao raced across the grass to fling herself into Zhongli’s arms with a joy inappropriate considering their current setting. Chongyun and Xingqiu trailed behind her with expressions of exasperation and amusement, respectively. “How are you enjoying events? Are you having fun? Did I do well?”

Keqing looked scandalized. Xiao let out a soft snort and turned away.

“Hu Tao,” she greeted. A single gloved hand patted her gingerly on the back. “This has certainly been one of my less boring funerals.”

“A high compliment from a picky connoisseur such as yourself!” said Hu Tao, pulling away and beaming. “Ah, Dajie, I’m so glad you could make it. It feels like I haven’t seen you in forever. Did you miss me? Nevermind, you don’t have to answer that - I already know you missed me so hard you felt like dying. Hey, let me introduce you to my friends. You haven’t met Chongyun and Xingqiu yet, have you?”

She had, as Zhongli-xiansheng, but she nodded at the boys all the same. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise, my liege,” said Xingqiu, bowing. “I’m Xingqiu, second heir of the Feiyun Commerce Guild. My family extends their condolences.”

“I’m Chongyun,” Chongyun said simply. “I’m sorry for your loss; I can’t imagine what it would be like to lose someone like that.”

Zhongli smiled politely and said, “Many thanks to the both of you.” To Chongyun, “I believe my brother made mention of you in his letters. You are quite the talented exorcist, correct?”

Chongyun’s eyes widened. Xingqiu elbowed him playfully and said, “See, I told you people would recognize your skill one day!”

“I - I’m surprised that he would remember me,” he stammered. “But I wouldn’t dare call myself talented, Zhongli-xian - er, Jianlao-xiaojie. The truth is, I was born with an abundance of yang energy that drives away all manners of evil spirits before I can even get close. Though I’m trained in the arts of exorcism, I’ve never even seen a ghost.”

“An abundance of yang energy? What an unusual gift,” she mused. “Perhaps you can convince that young musician in the pigtails to take a break from her playing, then. Your presence would be enough to drive away any malevolent beings and she looks like she could use some rest.”

“Xinyan took your, uh, your brother’s death pretty hard,” said Hu Tao cheerfully.

“Yes,” said Zhongli, wincing. “I can tell.”

Watching people grieve her mortal forms had always been unbalancing. She hadn’t thought she and Xinyan had been close enough to warrant this much sorrow considering the weird looks the latter had given her whenever she’d asked her to play on behalf of the funeral parlor, but teenagers could be surprisingly soft-hearted.

Zhongli did not regret faking her death so much as she regretted it had been necessary. She wished she’d been able to think up another solution, but by the time Zhongli had recovered enough from her post-retirement relaxation to realize what Beiyun was doing, he’d been profiling potential child victims, and it had seemed so easy to just expose him on the spot.

“That’s probably a good idea,” said Xingqiu. “We’ll get on it right away, Zhongli-xian, Zhongli-xiao, um, Jianlao-xiaojie.” He turned pink.

“You may call me Zhongli if you wish,” said Zhongli. “In fact, I would prefer it if you did. It was, after all, our shared family name.”

There was a special sort of joy to be had in watching three of the five other people present ‘realize’ this ‘fact’, and by extension that they didn’t know his first name at all. She waited with anticipation to see if any of them dared ask her what it had been. No one did, not even the mortified-looking Keqing.

“Right,” squeaked Xingqiu. “Zhongli-xiaojie. Come on, Chongyun, Hu Tao.” Two of them fled; the third skipped after them, cackling.

 

Just as Xinyan had been hired to take care of the music, Xiangling had been hired to take care of the food. She outdid herself with the spread and approached Zhongli with additional offerings for the deceased. Her little panda friend toddled behind her, chewing on a Jueyun Chili.

“On behalf of my father and I,” she said, laying out dishes before the grave. They were all Zhongli’s favourites - Mora Meat, black-back perch stew, salt and pepper tofu, bamboo shoot soup, and even a bottle of osmanthus wine.

While she had underestimated the force of Xinyan’s reaction to Zhongli’s death, she had no idea what to make of Xiangling’s. Zhongli had always had an amicable relationship with Wanmin’s talented Head Chef, and Xiangling was of a sweet and open-hearted temperament unheard of holding a grudge against anyone. And yet when she spoke to Jianlao, she was polite but cool, her mouth a thin line, her red-rimmed eyes just a touch resentful.

Zhongli didn’t feel as though she was in a position to push, however, so she merely inclined her head and stood quietly while Xiangling lit incense. Keqing had left to find Ningguang and Xiao had wandered off muttering something about Venti, so it was just the two of them.

“My family owns a restaurant in Chihu Rock,” Xiangling said at last. “It’s called Wanmin. He was a regular there. If you ever find yourself feeling peckish, feel free to stop by. We’ll give you our special on the house.”

“That’s generous of you,” she replied. “I will look forward to it, then.”

Xiangling smiled faintly and said, “We learned to be generous whenever Zhongli-xiansheng came by on his own. Your brother had a bit of a bad habit of forgetting to bring his wallet whenever he went out to lunch.”

“Yes,” she said, looking away. She’d rather hoped that trait of Zhongli’s would be eclipsed by the shocking manner of his death and never mentioned again, but maybe that had been too much to hope from the person who had personally witnessed his poor Mora management skills for about two years straight. Hoping to add some levity to the situation, she joked, “Between the two of us, he was always the more absent-minded one. I expect that’s why our parents favoured me.”

“Oh, what would you know,” Xiangling snapped, her eyes flashing like firecrackers. “You were never even there for him, so how could you say something like that now that he’s gone?”

A moment later the blood drained from Xiangling’s face and she slapped her hands over her mouth and said, “Oh Archons, I am so, so sorry! I don’t know what suddenly came over me - you’re his sister, I can’t tell you how to grieve - ”

“Aha, Chef Xiangling,” said Zhongli, making desperate placating gestures with her hands once the shock had faded, “there’s no need to apologize, what I said was in ill taste - ”

Xiangling’s voice wobbled. “No, it was funny and he would have thought so too, I’m just being an jerk - ”

“You’re not a jerk, please don’t cry - ”

“I’m just really sad and I knew I shouldn’t take it out on you and my dad and your brother would both be disappointed in me and I’m so sorry!” said Xiangling, and burst into tears.

As an employee of Wangsheng, Zhongli had always been good at offering comfort to the grieving. His words, solemn but warm and always thoughtful, had never failed to give the departed and the bereaved their dignity.

As it turned out, she was significantly less good at comforting people when the person they were mourning was herself. Not mourning Rex Lapis - but Zhongli. Where was Hu Tao when you needed her?

No, no. Once she went down that line of thinking it was all over. Xiangling was upset, it was her fault and thus her responsibility. Zhongli pulled herself together.

“Xiangling,” she said firmly, taking a handkerchief out from her sleeve and wiping at her face. The young chef continued crying but placidly allowed her to do it, unlike Xiao who’d bolted to the other side of the room the last time she’d tried to clean the dirt from his cheek. “Please do not blame yourself. You have every right to be suspicious of me; he and I were not the closest, and it is likely that you knew him better than I did in the end. If anyone here is a jerk, it’s me.”

“B-but Jianlao-xiaojie, I don’t even know you and I was so mean,” said Xiangling, but her sobs died down to sniffles. When Guoba hugged her leg she ran her fingers through his fur. “And now I’m even making you comfort me when it should be the other way around!”

“Believe it or not, I am actually a little tired of people coming to comfort me,” she said wryly. “It’s very touching, of course, and I appreciate the gestures for what they are - but I don’t deserve it. I was barely family to Zhongli, and in honesty this entire experience has been … jarring.” On multiple levels. She could not wait to go home and sleep. “I’m sure Zhongli would be very happy to know people cared about him so much. I know I am. Be upset with me as much as you want on his behalf, alright?”

Xiangling laughed wetly and said, “You probably don’t want to hear this, but you really do remind me of him a lot.”

Zhongli smiled and said, “Why don’t you tell me more about his bad spending habits so I can try to avoid the same pitfalls?”

“Haha, okay! Um, where to begin … it’s a good thing that Fatui friend of his dumped so much advance money on us before he left Liyue, or else he might have starved to death by now.”

“… His who did what now?”

“Oh - um, did you not know about the diplomat? I would have thought … hm, my dad told me not to talk about him too much because he’s an unofficial criminal in the Harbor and it might be bad for business, but before the rumours started up of him destroying the city, he and Zhongli-xiansheng came by Wanmin all the time to take meals together. Just before he went back to Snezhnaya, he came by and dropped us a couple million Mora to cover Zhongli-xiansheng’s future food expenses.”

“I … see.” And this whole time Zhongli had thought Xiangling and Chef Mao had just been feeling exceptionally kindly towards him after the brief rise of Osial had given them a stronger sense of appreciation for one’s neighbours, like most of the other citizens of Liyue.

“He told us not to tell him about it,” continued Xiangling. “Wasn’t that nice of him? Your brother was well-liked even by shady foreign agents! Although the diplomat isn’t that bad. He was always nice to me and tipped really well.”

“Mm,” said Zhongli, frowning. “How surprising. For what reason would Childe have done such a thing for someone he did not intend on seeing again?”

“… Uh, well, I don’t think Childe knew at the time that they wouldn’t be seeing each other again?”

Was that correct?

Zhongli and Childe had met only twice during the two weeks the latter had remained in Liyue following the Rite of Parting. The first had been a quick duel outside the city following which Zhongli had bandaged up his injuries, chastised him for recklessly picking a fight with an ex-archon without having yet fully recovered from his wounds from the Traveller first, and taken him out for drinks afterwards in the only instance Zhongli had ever paid for something between them.

The second had been when he’d gone to see Childe off to Snezhnaya. That meeting had been unusually awkward, the easy flow of conversation between them suddenly stilted and reluctant. The silent understanding had been that Childe was moving on from Liyue for good. There were other nations to harass, the gnoses of other gods to steal, and the will of the Tsaritsa to fulfill. He had no reason to linger or return.

So he’d bowed - him, Rex Lapis, palm over fist, bowing in willing respect to the fleeting, arrogant mortal that should have been his enemy who instead became his friend - and said, “Thank you for your company and patience this past year, Childe. I will forever cherish the time we spent together.”

Childe had smiled uncertainly and said, “There’s no need to flatter me. My business with Liyue is over, and I already like you.”

“It is not flattery but the truth. You need not feel the same way, but despite the deceptions between us I have sincerely considered you my friend from very early on in our acquaintance.” He straightened and said, “You once said to me that you keep the affections of your siblings in mind as a source of comfort to you while you wander Teyvat in service of the Tsaritsa. Although I will not pretend to have nearly as firm of a hold over your heart, please rest assured that you will always have someone in Liyue who cares about you, no matter the time or distance between us.”

Childe swallowed. “These are strong words for a parting.”

“Is it not because we are parting that they must be strong? I understand your nature to be wild, solipsistic, and ambitious. Perhaps when the shores of Liyue have faded from view and the adventure of your future hangs over you like a promise, you will cease to think of your time here. That is fine, and if it is what you wish then I can only hope to say things to ease the way. Even if I fade from your thoughts, rest assured that you will remain in mine.” He cleared his throat and looked away, self-conscious. “I suppose … I simply want you to leave with as few regrets as possible. You have made it quite clear that the incident with Osial has been a source of irritation for you. There is little I can offer to counteract that except the knowledge that wherever you go, you will be taking a piece of me with you.” He inclined his head, turning his own words over in his head. “Or perhaps you are leaving a part of you behind, in my mind? But the language of that would imply that you are not whole as you are … well, it doesn’t matter. You understand my meaning.”

Childe opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. “I do?” he wheezed. “Actually, do you mind repeating that again, in clearer language maybe?”

Zhongli laughed. “Goodbye, Childe. At the risk of boring you, I hope your travels will be safe and swift.”

And that had been that.

It wasn’t that Zhongli wouldn’t miss him, it was simply that he’d always known their time would be temporary. Other gods had held on desperately to the mortals they’d cherished, going to great lengths to lengthen their lives and keep them close by. Zhongli empathized with that desire but could not partake in it. Childe had set his eyes on a path separate from his before they’d even met. He had never belonged to Zhongli, nor to anyone but himself - and the Tsaritsa, but only because Childe had chosen it. The regard of Rex Lapis could mean many things, but generally speaking he tried not to let a cage be one of them.

Why pay off a restaurant for him and not tell him? Was it a final farewell gift or merely something he’d thought would be amusing? If the latter, then Zhongli could understand the simple joy of messing with someone. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t done the same by gifting him That particular warbow. She wondered if it had arrived at Snezhnaya yet.

Oh well. Whatever Childe’s reasons had been did not change what they were - or weren’t - to each other now. Best not to overthink it.

She realized Xiangling was staring at her with huge eyes.

“Xiaojie,” the young chef whispered. “I have a trivia question, if you don’t mind.”

All wistful thoughts of Childe evaporated with ease. “Go ahead.”

“The chicken-mushroom skewer is one of the few dishes that experiences minimal variation in its method of creation between Mondstadt and Liyue, largely due to the widespread availability of its ingredients. However, there are some - specifically myself - that believe that the quality of ingredients matters greatly. I was going to ask Zhongli-xiansheng what he thought about this, but …”

“Ah, I believe I understand your line of inquiry.” Zhongli put a thoughtful hand to her chin. “Concerning the chicken, it must of course be free-range; this goes without saying and towards a chef of your caliber, needs no further explanation. The topic of mushrooms is a little more complicated. High-quality edible fungi are found nearly universally throughout Teyvat, as they grow easily in any place with sufficient shade and moisture. If you’re seeking to add an extra edge to your skewer, however, I recommend hunting for mushrooms in the mountains of Jueyun Karst. In that dewey, cool, and misty environment, so close to the abodes of the adepti and so far from the city, the fungi take on an almost silken texture. Roasted over a fire alongside poultry and the correct spices, you might find that the dish has gained another level of mouth-melting softness.”

“I understand,” said Xiangling. She nodded solemnly, or tried to. Tears were welling up in her eyes again, but they appeared to be tears of happiness. Cooking may have been the meaning of Xiangling’s life, but this was still a bit of an overreaction, in Zhongli’s opinion. “Zhongli-xiaojie, I understand completely. I will get on that right away.”

She smiled at her tentatively. “You’ll need to exercise caution if you intend on making your way through Jueyun Karst.” Did she still have any Sigils of Permission lying around? “Given a few days, I’m sure I’ll be able to find - ”

Xiao teleported beside her in a flash of black and green, making Xiangling shriek and pinwheel her arms to keep from falling over. He ignored her and said, “Daren, my deepest apologies. Despite my best efforts I wasn’t able to stop him.”

“What do you - ”

The sounds of a guqin filled the air.

 

Rex Lapis appreciated all of the arts, music not least of them. That being said, there had been some songs in Liyue’s long history which even he could not stomach.

One thousand seven hundred and fifty-two years ago, a catchy ditty had made its way through the streets of the Harbor. As far as songs go it was neither horrible nor incredible, not exactly bland but far from earth-changing. Rex Lapis heard it, dismissed it, and assumed it would fade from human memory.

Fade from human memory it did eventually, but unfortunately it did not fade from his, because the Anemo Archon showed up in his city just in time to hear it and decide it was interesting. Barbatos did not just learn the song, he did spin-offs of it. Did spin-offs of those spin-offs. Tried it on the lyre and then the fiddle and then the flute and every instrument he could get his hands on, and then multiple instruments at the same time. He made remixes of it before the concept of remixes had even existed. He sang it in his sleep, hummed it through the day. He played that song over and over and over again.

Thus did indifference turn into loathing. It had been one of the longest weeks of Rex Lapis’s long life. It marked the first seventeen times he’d ever told Barbatos to shut up, although it would not mark the last.

Even after the Anemo Archon went home to harass his own country, the song persisted. The problem with music touched by Barbatos was that it tended to become popular. After the Qixing played it in Rex Lapis’s honour during that year’s Rite of Descension, he flew to Mondstadt and plucked his co-archon from his perch atop an apple tree to bury him up to his neck in the sands of what would eventually be known as Falcon Coast. There the wind spirit stayed for three days and nights in the company of crabs, until his wailing got more annoying than the singing had been and Rex Lapis deigned to unearth him.

Venti knew that Zhongli hated that song. So why was he playing it?

Hand over her ears, she marched away from Xiangling and Xiao towards where the bard was sitting in a patch of open grass, guqin hovering magically over his knees.

“Stop that this instant,” she hissed, low enough that only they could hear. “Venti you are ruining my funeral.” She said ‘funeral’ in the same way most people would say ‘wedding.’

Venti raised an eyebrow. He plucked one reverberating string after the other, the thrice-damned tune floating infectiously into the air. “Surely you can’t fault me for playing a song for my dearly departed friend! This was your brother’s favourite to hear from me, so it’s only right that I play it today, during the mourning of his death and the celebration of his life.”

“I am going to break all the fingers on both your hands,” said Zhongli.

He smirked. “Going to be hard to do that with your hands over your ears.”

“How dare you. Especially how dare you play this on that guqin, a five thousand year old relic passed down to me by the God of Dust. I gifted it to you, and this is how you repay me? I have no desire to think of that ear-bleeding song for the next ten years.”

“Eh, really?” Venti gave the instrument an appreciative second look. “It’s that important to you? I’ll be sure to take care of it better than I did the Holy Lyre der Himmel, then.”

“You’re still playing it,” said Zhongli, despairingly. “Stop.”

The wind god laughed, the sound bright and burbling, cursedly audible even though the crushing force of her palms against her head. “How are you going to make me, old friend? With all these mortals around, watching and grieving, are you really willing to break decorum just to shut me up?”

“As always, you underestimate my wrath.”

Childe and Ekaterina arrived just in time to see her lunge for Venti’s throat.

  



4. the funeral, part 2


    
    The guqin dispersed in a shower of glittering light. Venti dodged under Zhongli’s arm and bolted across the grass in a gust of wind that sent her thick sleeves billowing. With the confidence of one who had predicted these events and planned out a course of action in advance, he scrambled up the nearest tree up to a thick branch where Zhongli could not reach him without performing at least a slightly superhuman jump.

Zhongli nonetheless followed, her pace sedate, the murder in her expression giving away to cold neutrality.

Some of the funeral guests stared from a distance. Xiao said to them, “Is Jianlao-daren’s method of grieving a spectacle to you? Go back to eating your food.”

A reasonable way away from both the ex-archons and the crowd gathered about the grave, two Fatui members observed the setting. “Ekaterina,” said Childe. “Is it normal for the deceased to be walking around out of their graves at their own funeral?”

“I don’t know, sir,” she replied. “I’m not acquainted with all of Liyue’s customs.”

“Did Zhongli always look like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like the same as always,” he said, “but a little bit to the left.” And wearing white.

“I will try to find out what is going on,” said Ekaterina. “Give me a few minutes.” She appeared to vanish in place.

Under the tree, Zhongli clasped her hands behind her back and smiled up at Venti, who shivered despite the warmth of the day. “Old friend,” she said. “Surely you of all people must understand that this minor increase in elevation is insufficient to save you from my grasp.”

“And yet here we are,” said Venti. “Me, up here. And you, down there.”

“You think I won’t climb a tree for you?”

“Not with this many people around,” said Venti, jutting out his chin.

Unfortunately, he was correct. Throttling a bard at her brother’s funeral was one thing. Scaling a tree was another. Zhongli slowly circled its base, keeping her eyes on him, looking like a wolf who knew it was only a matter of time before its quarry gave into gravity. “There are other ways to close the distance between us.”

Venti grinned nervously. “Sure, you could have the earth swallow the tree whole or summon a stone stele, but neither are exactly property-preserving actions, do you think? Wouldn’t want to mess up this pretty graveyard and disturb all the dead, yourself included.”

“Hu Tao,” said Zhongli. “HU TAO!”

Hu Tao sprinted across the grass towards her. She skidded to a halt in a burst of yellow butterflies. “Yes, Dajie?”

“Does Wangsheng own this graveyard?”

“We are certainly its most prominent stockholders.”

Zhongli placed a hand on the bark of the tree. “Would a member of the Parlor be able to perform minor modifications to its landscaping?”

Hu Tao’s eyes lit up. “Are you - are you asking me to set this tree on fire? Are you asking me to set something on fire? Dajie, do you know how long I’ve been waiting to hear those words from you? You’re going to make me cry …”

Venti’s laugh was unusually high-pitched, even for him. “Hey, A-Li … you’re joking, right? You wouldn’t do that to cute little old me?”

“Don’t call me that.” Zhongli gently thumped the trunk of the tree with her fist. Venti shrieked and clung tightly to the violently shaking branch. “We both know you’ll be fine.”

“Ehe, if you won’t take pity on me then at least spare some thought for this tree. It didn’t do anything to you.”

“You spare some thought for this tree,” said Zhongli. “Come down and I won’t have to do anything to it either.”

Venti’s bottom lip quivered. “So I can get killed even quicker? No thanks.”

 

Childe was wondering to himself with deep annoyance how it was that Zhongli managed to be incredibly attractive even when angry when Ekaterina returned to his side. “Report.”

“From what I could overhear, the young lady over there is Zhongli Jianlao-xiaojie, sister of the late consultant. She returned to Liyue today for the funeral.”

“His sister,” Childe repeated.

“Yes.”

“You must be joking.”

Ekaterina, who he had never known to crack a joke in the nearly year and a half that he’d known her, smiled blandly. “If you insist, sir.”

“I can’t believe this,” said Childe. “Zhongli’s sister.” He exhaled heavily. “Wish me luck.”

“Good luck, sir.”

 

“Let’s make a contract,” said Zhongli. “Never put that song into sound within my earshot again, and I will not harm you because of it.”

“A fair contract must offer both parties equal benefit as can be measured on a scale, and not be the result of coercion; this is the law of Liyue, and the principles upon which my blood flows,” said Venti. “That is to quote the word of Morax from seven hundred and sixty-four years ago, as he oversaw the building of a justice hall in the center of the Harbor.”

“A justice hall which, if I recall my history correctly, Barbatos vandalized not three hours later.”

“Adding a bit of confetti to cheer up a dismal place is not vandalizing.”

“Hu Tao, cover your ears for a second.”

Hu Tao covered her ears.

Zhongli grabbed the tree with both hands and gave it a shake. Venti screamed. “It took me three days to get the glitter out of my hair,” she hissed. “Even on the third day I had bits of it falling into my tea.”

“And I already said sorry for that! You said we could put that incident behind us.”

“Who’s the one who brought it up just now?”

“Alright, look,” said Venti. “I can’t promise to never play the song anymore. It’s a part of me.”

Bullshit, but this impasse could not go on. “Whatever you offer to balance the scales must then be great to make me withstand that intolerable tune.”

“Who says I’m offering anything?” With a wild little laugh, Venti scrambled further up the tree, summoning a flute into his hand. “You’re not the only one who has a way with birds, old friend!”

He lifted the flute to his lips and for one terrible second Zhongli thought he was going to play the song and she would have to ask Hu Tao to burn the tree down after all. But all she heard was a loud, long, piercing note - and then the distant but ever-growing sound of wings fluttering.

Zhongli watched in astonishment as what could only be described as a swarm of sparrows gathered into a cloud in the open sky and descended as one entity upon Venti. They sunk their talons into Venti’s clothes and then the Anemo Archon was being lifted into the air, arms outstretched, looking more feathers than flesh.

“Why would you do this,” said Zhongli.

“Ow ow ouch, watch the hair! It’s not as flashy as using my powers!” he said in the language of Old Mondstadt, so only she could understand him. With every passing second he shrank further away. “Unlike you, I try not to make it obvious I’m the Anemo Archon!”

“You have a false Vision you could pretend to use, you fool!” Zhongli shouted back in the same tongue. “Summoning a cloud of birds to carry you off is not the behaviour of a mundane person!”

“Oh yeah!” said Venti three thoughtful seconds later. He was now but a speck.

Hu Tao lowered her hands from her head and said, “You have cool friends, Dajie. How come you never do anything like that?”

Zhongli pinched the bridge of her nose, her temples beginning to pound.

“That song he was playing was pretty catchy. Might have benefited from lyrics, though. I bet between Xingqiu and I, we’d be able to come with something fitting. Aiya, Dajie,” said Hu Tao, her grin a touch too wide to be convincingly innocent. “You look so tired all of a sudden. Frowning like that makes you look older, you know. Not that that’s a bad thing, of course - aging is just one step closer to death.”

“On the contrary,” said Childe, tucking a white lily flower behind Zhongli’s ear, “I think Zhongli-xiaojie looks lovely no matter what expression she’s making. Really, Hu Tao, don’t you think it’s a bit crass to comment on the displeasure of a woman in the throes of grief?”

 

“I can’t watch this,” said Ekaterina. She turned away and strode for the graveyard’s exit, resolving to offer Jianlao her condolences another time.

 

Zhongli spun around and froze with her hand lifted halfway to her ear. Childe gave her a sparkling smile that failed to reach his lifeless eyes. He was in a black formal suit today, the first time she’d ever seen him out of uniform, though his scarlet Fatui mask remained on the side of his head, red as a wound. Hu Tao looked between them and said quietly, “Oh … so that’s what I was forgetting …”

In one hand Childe hoisted a massive bouquet of white lilies over his shoulder. The other hand he extended in friendly greeting. “Apologies for barging in on your conversation; I was just so excited to meet you that I couldn’t wait any longer. I’m Childe, though I’m also known as Tartaglia. I was an … intimate personal friend of your brother’s. He told me all about you before he regrettably passed away, though I must say, his stories did not do justice meeting the person in the flesh. It’s a pleasure to meet you at last, Jianlao-xiaojie.”

Zhongli stared blankly at him. Childe’s smirk widened.

“I heard that white flowers are custom in the Liyuean funeral tradition,” he continued, tilting the bouquet towards her. “I hope these are acceptable. I would’ve liked to have multiple kinds of flowers, actually, but I was working on short notice, so I figured volume would make up for the lack of variation.”

Her hands slowly came up to grasp the flowers. They half-eclipsed her face. “Yes,” said Zhongli slowly. “In Liyue … white is the traditional colour of grief and mourning. Typically the flowers are gifted in wreaths. But this is also fine.”

“What a relief!” said Childe, eyes narrowing. “Seeing as Xiansheng was a funeral consultant, messing up his burial traditions would be embarrassing. Speaking of which, it’s also custom to give money to the bereaved, is it not?” He reached into the jacket of his rare black suit and pulled out a thin white envelope that he gestured for Zhongli to take. “I hope this amount is sufficient.”

When Zhongli grasped it, it was so light that she would have known it didn’t have any Mora in it even if she hadn’t been the former Geo Archon who could sense the presence of coin. Childe was messing with her, most likely, though this seemed ruder than what he was usually willing to do.

But the Harbinger said in a coaxing sort of voice, “Open it,” and Zhongli found herself sliding a nail under the sealed flap as though hypnotized. Inside the envelope was a single slip of stamped paper.

“It’s a cheque issued by the Northland Bank,” said Childe helpfully, as though she couldn’t see that perfectly well for herself. “Apologies if it’s not enough. I heard the amount given is meant to be proportional to the relationship between the giver and the one being grieved, but I’ve never been much good at giving my personal relationship their weight in coin.”

Hu Tao leaned over to peer at the cheque. Her mouth fell open. “Shit,” she said, her voice a squeak.

Zhongli slid the cheque back into the envelope, which disappeared up her sleeves. When she blinked the sight of all those zeroes flashed against her eyelids. “Language, Director Hu. Childe-xiansheng, you … this is more than sufficient.” Having spent the past six months in a state teetering on poverty, even she, who constantly overlooked the value of things, knew that he had given her way too much. “You must be upset about what happened,” she ventured hesitantly.

“Not as much as his next of kin, I’m sure,” said Childe, a biting undercurrent to his too-casual tone. “It is true that I’ve always held Zhongli-xiansheng in high regard, even in the instances where he forgot to regard me.”

“I’m sure that’s not true.”

He smiled and said, a little more gently, “If you don’t mind, I’d like to say a few words to the departed. Give him my goodbyes, you know?”

Irrationally, Zhongli’s stomach clenched. But all she said was, “Come with me,” before turning on her heel and walking stiffly back towards the grave.

Most of the attendees had left already, or were leaving, though the rest had come to stand by the grave and watch their approach. Ningguang stood behind Keqing, arms folded and mouth thinning when she saw Childe. Ganyu had left early on but Xiao stood beside Madame Ping, who appeared to be munching on a stick of Grilled Fish. (Where did she even get that? Zhongli was certain it had not been one of the foods served by Wanmin.) Her unbreakable air of serenity contrasted nicely with the Guardian Yaksha’s aura of ill-concealed displeasure. Xiangling held Guoba in her arms and stared at them with round eyes.

After a moment of hesitation, Zhongli went and stood beside Xiao, who nodded a stiff greeting. Childe looked at the tombstone for a second, taking in the numbers that stated the consultant had been twenty-seven at the time of his death.

“That guy in green took off on a bunch of birds,” said Keqing. “Did anyone else see that?”

“He’s really gone?” said Childe after a moment. “I should have gone to the wake. It’s hard to believe it when I can’t see the body. Ah, Zhongli-xiansheng. I’ll never forget our first time …”

Zhongli grabbed onto the back of Xiao’s shirt before he could leap across the grave and inflict bodily harm. “Relax,” she told him. “He’s just - what is the phrase? - messing with you. I know for a fact that there was no such event between himself and my brother.”

Childe scoffed and said, “Did your minds go straight to the gutter? Had you let me finish my sentence, I would have said our first time having dinner together.”

“See?” said Zhongli.

“I cooked him an octopus dish. He said it was delicious.”

“Alright, that’s going a little far,” said Zhongli.

“The foreign bard got carried off by fowl,” said Keqing. “Could the birds of Liyue always do that? Hello? Is anyone listening to me?”

Childe clasped his hands behind his back. “While I’m shocked that he’s dead, I can’t say heroically confronting a serial killer by himself was out of character for him. Xiansheng was exactly that sort of upstanding person, valuing honesty above all else. Having never told a lie or committed any deceptions himself, he could never stand to see subterfuge pass by in other people.”

… So Childe was definitely upset with her for faking her death again, though at the moment Zhongli was not entirely sure why. There were a myriad of potential reasons, each as likely yet unlikely as the last. Was he annoyed at the inconvenience? Had he assumed she’d taken pleasure in the farce and was looking down at her for that? Though she had taken some pleasure in the farce, that was more making the best of a situation she regrettably had not been able to avoid rather than creating the situation for her own personal enjoyment to begin with. Or maybe watching her trick others was bringing back bad memories of when she’d tricked him in the incident with Osial. Zhongli had thought they’d moved on from that event but she could not blame him if he still felt complicated over it.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if the Qixing gave him a posthumous medal,” said Childe. “Or a statue in the middle of the city, of a grandeur comparable to the ones of Rex Lapis. Though preferably he would have more clothes on than the Geo Archon.”

“Noted,” said Ningguang dryly.

“Oh, are you sure that’s necessary?” said Zhongli uncomfortably. “I don’t think my brother would have liked that much attention.”

“Perhaps the statue would be too much,” Childe agreed, tilting his head thoughtfully. “But the medal for sure. He did always love to collect shiny, high-quality things, not unlike a jealous dragon.”

“Some would say that Zhongli-daren simply had refined taste,” said Xiao testily. “There’s no need to exaggerate.”

“He hoarded a hundred gold spider statues.”

“And gave them away just as freely.”

“To his favourite person,” Hu Tao chimed in.

Both Childe and Xiao scowled at her.

“I know this is a funeral but are we not going to talk about that thing that just happened,” said Keqing. She stared off into the middle distance. “Does no one else care that Zhongli was friends with a real life bird whisperer?”

“Keqing, relax,” said Ningguang. “That was obviously the Anemo Archon Barbatos.”

“Very funny,” she snapped.

“Spiders …” said Xiangling, patting Guoba’s head. “Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever used them as an ingredient in one of my dishes before. I wonder what their legs would taste like, roasted in a pan with a bit of chili oil …”

“Xiangling!” said Hu Tao, horrified. “You can’t kill spiders! If you don’t want them in your house then give them to me!”

“Do not,” said Zhongli.

“Youth these days sure are lively,” said Madame Ping. “Little Zhongli was certainly lucky to have so many energetic friends.”

Sometimes Zhongli suspected that the only reason Madame Ping took the form of an elderly lady was so she could get away with calling Rex Lapis young, as though she were some naive whippersnapper who still needed grandparenting. She was in fact much older than her and could remember the days when Madame Ping had been a tiny toddler happily vomiting over the bare feet of the other adepti. It had been a major factor in the decision to start wearing shoes among those that took a humanoid form.

“He was an easy person to like,” Childe agreed. “His oblivious nature and unique logic were very cute and endearing.”

Somehow it still felt like an insult. Xiao must have thought so too because he turned to Zhongli with a deadpan expression. Can I please kick him? Just once? his eyes said.

Zhongli patted him affectionately on the head. No.

Ningguang and Keqing left not long afterwards, apologetically citing excess paperwork that they could not leave to their secretaries alone. Ningguang caught Childe by the elbow and dragged him aside on the way out the graveyard. She said in a low voice so as not to be heard by other people, “What a shame it is that Beiyun died the way he did. I’m sure you must be torn up inside to know that your dear friend’s killer was denied proper justice.”

Childe gave her his diplomat’s smile. “I’m devastated, Lady Ningguang. And for an event like this to happen only six months after Osial - ah, the Millileth must still have their hands full keeping the city together after that event. I extend my sympathies. They have to be overworked indeed to need a civilian to expose a murderer hiding in the Harbor, and to have allowed that criminal to die in their custody so easily.”

Her nails bit through the sleeve of his suit jacket, digging into his flesh. “I’m sure Zhongli would forgive us. He was understanding by nature.”

“Understanding enough for the both of us.”

“His sister, on the other hand,” said Ningguang, “appears to be a more hard-hearted soul. You should have seen her expression when I told her the suspicious circumstances under which Beiyun died. She hid it well, but she seemed not inconsiderably frustrated that we were prevented from even taking the man to trial. As for the violence of his end, well, the details would be enough to disturb anyone.” She let go of him and stepped back, smiling sweetly. “Do take care of yourself, Childe. I’m sure you don’t need the reminder, but you did promise us that you’d be on your best behaviour. It would be a shame if Jianlao’s opinion of her brother’s closest companion were to take a beating just because he couldn’t keep his bloodlust on a leash.”

 

With only Xiangling, Childe, and Madame Ping left among the guests, the funeral was essentially over. The Ferrylady and Meng arrived shortly to help with the cleanup. Meng looked paler than usual and avoided looking Zhongli in the eye.

“This feels a bit more like after-party cleanup than an after-funeral one,” said Xiangling, pushing leftover food off the platters and into Guoba’s waiting mouth with a ladle.

“The best funerals always feel like this when they’re done,” said Hu Tao wisely. “That’s how you know they were any good.”

Xiangling giggled. “Well, you’re the expert on these things so I guess I’ll trust you.”

“A word of warning, Chef Xiangling,” said Zhongli, stacking the empty plates and putting them in Xiangling’s cart. “Saying ‘I trust you’ to Hu Tao is one of the most dangerous things you can do as a sentient being. I suggest you take it back immediately for your own safety.”

“Huh!” said Hu Tao, crossing her arms. “Your brother trusted me to arrange his funeral, didn’t he? You yourself didn’t have any complaints.”

“Brother … funeral …” Meng mumbled. The Ferrylady patted him on the back.

“We all know that you’re more than competent in business matters, Director,” said Zhongli. “It’s the other aspects of your life that draw my concern.”

“Me too,” said Childe, striding over from where he’d been speaking with the Tianquan. “Hey, Zhongli-xiaojie, hypothetically speaking, how likely do you think Hu Tao is to commit murder to get what she wants and how upset would you be with her if she did?”

Busy folding the black tablecloth into a perfect square, Zhongli did not notice the bewildered looks everyone else shot Childe. “For all her jokes, Hu Tao does not believe in ending one’s life before their natural time unless it is completely inevitable, such as in self-defense or in defense of another person or people,” she replied absentmindedly. The quality of the tablecloth certainly was an excellent one though the item itself was unfamiliar to her. She’d only been absent from Wangsheng for about a week; had Hu Tao purchased it during that time? She made a mental note to ask her about its maker later and perhaps get one commissioned for herself. “In fact, despite her inability to stay out of trouble she has certainly never killed any human. Driven them to an earlier grave with her pranks, perhaps.”

“That’s fair,” said Hu Tao. “It’s because I was raised well.”

“Your grandfather was as chaotic as you are.”

“But he had principles.”

“Principles that he also flawlessly passed down to you, yes.” Zhongli handed the table cloth to the Ferrylady and spared the young Director a brief, exasperated smile. “He would be proud to see how far you’ve come, no doubt. And at such a young age as well.”

“Dajie!” said Hu Tao, bouncing up to her. “I just had the most brilliant idea. A position recently opened up in the Parlor for a consultant. I don’t suppose you’d feel amenable to taking over the job?”

“Well … I wouldn’t be opposed to a stable source of income …”

“Then I’ll get the uniform ready for you right away!”

Childe choked. Zhongli said, “Thank you, but I doubt that will be necessary. I’d prefer to wear my own clothes.”

“Don’t be silly, Dajie. If you’re going to be one of us, you’re going to have to look the part.”

“Then you’ll be giving me a copy of the Ferrylady’s dress?”

“Come on, don’t you think what I’m wearing is a lot cuter? Don’t you want to be twins with me?”

Zhongli hoisted the table onto its side and folded its legs. “No one would believe we are twins.”

“Zhongli-xiansheng would have done it for me,” said Hu Tao, placing her hands on her hips and smiling at her smugly, as though she’d somehow made an excellent point instead of a nonsensical one.

“That is true,” said Madame Ping. She was not helping them but was instead sipping from a porcelain cup that certainly had not been provided by the event. Perhaps it was one of her pocket dimensions. Briefly Zhongli thought to herself that it would be funny if she were to drink from it only to accidentally swallow a chair. Then she realized she was thinking like the Director and resolved to pretend the moment had never happened.

“Yes I also agree that is true,” said Childe, as though Zhongli hadn’t once complained to him for twenty minutes about Hu Tao’s attempts to get him to wear shorts while babbling something ridiculous about modern marketing strategies.

She made a throat-slitting gesture in his direction, her expression as calm and unmoving as a block of stone. Her reward was the first genuine smile he’d made all day.

  



5. retail therapy


    
    While Zhongli told the Director that she could begin work right away, in a rare moment of generosity Hu Tao insisted she take at least another week off. “To get your affairs in order and to let yourself grieve properly,” she said. “And to let Lao Meng get used to the idea of … well, everything.” She waved her hands.

The day after the funeral saw Zhongli going through her clothing storage. It had been a long time since she’d taken this particular form consistently - most of the articles that fit her now were outdated by centuries at least. As lovely as it would be to wear women’s hanfu again, if the funeral had taught her anything it was that perhaps she ought to put more effort into keeping her head down. Dressing plainly would be a good start.

Keqing knocked shortly before noon. When Zhongli called out that the door was unlocked, she stepped inside to find her sitting in the middle of her living room, surrounded by her male clothing items and meticulously refitting one of the jackets.

“What are you doing?”

“My brother and I preferred a similar style of dress, so I felt it would be a shame to let them all go to waste.” Setting the jacket aside, she got to her feet, brushing invisible dust from her white blouse and high-waisted, black business pants - the only modern pieces she’d found for her current form thus far, besides her mourning robes. “Hello, Lady Keqing. How may I be of assistance?”

“That’s my line. I thought I’d come visit you, see how you’re holding up.” She frowned. “You’re going to wear your brother’s clothes? Forgive me, but it seems a bit morbid.”

She blinked. “Does it? I merely thought … in terms of practicality …”

Keqing placed a hand on her shoulder and looked into her eyes. “Jianlao. I understand that you’re grieving, but trying to replace your brother in every aspect of his life is not the correct way to go about it. You are perfectly whole just as you are and taking up his job and home to better understand him is honouring his memory already. But if a line must be drawn I must ask you to draw it here. If you don’t have enough clothes then please just go shopping with me instead.”

“I …”

“You’re new to the Harbor, right? You can although think of this as an opportunity to get to know the city better. Your brother certainly loved it. While I can’t claim to be as knowledgeable as him, I’m no slouch in the history department either. I could give you a tour if you … if you want.”

Zhongli smiled slightly. “New is not a completely accurate word … it has merely been a long time since I saw it last. I am also well acquainted with its history, and I would prefer it if we did not speak of my brother anymore - but I will take you up on your shopping offer, if you so insist. I feel in need of the distraction. Thank you, Lady Keqing.”

“Please, just call me Keqing. I’m not the Yuheng at the moment, and we are friends, are we not?”

“Indeed.”

Which is how the two of them found themselves in Liyue’s marketplace, browsing their wares and eliciting double-takes from people that had not believed or yet heard the rumours surrounding the late consultant’s sister. Zhongli’s eyes kept wandering towards the pottery shops and ore vendors but Keqing, as it turned out, possessed a very focused mind as well as a fashionable one. Zhongli was given regrettably little opportunity to wander when Keqing was shoving one item of clothing after another at her, demanding her opinion on this fabric or that stitching and so on.

Keqing also turned out to be generous. She did not let Zhongli pay for anything, insisting that since she was the one who had invited her out, she ought to be the one who covered the expenses. Which was just as well, because when Zhongli tried to insist on at least paying for their lunch she realized she’d forgotten to bring her wallet. Three hours later a small fortune of clothing - largely formal or semi-formal, and in browns, whites, blacks and golds, but still technically distinctive from her brother’s usual look in that they weren’t copies of his standard outfit - had been billed to the Yuheng and were set to be shipped to Zhongli’s home.

“I think that should just about do it,” said Keqing while shoving an oversized brown sweater over Zhongli’s head. “Although, damn, I forgot about shoes - ”

“You don’t have to,” said Zhongli, voice muffled by the thick knitting. “You’ve already been far too kind.”

When she pulled the sweater down properly from her face, Keqing’s lips were pursed. “At least let me get you one pair.”

Keqing, Zhongli thought to herself, was not entirely dissimilar from Guizhong. The God of Dust had also liked to drag Zhongli around and dress up her various forms, though she’d been both pushier and less serious about it.

“Very well,” she said. “You may insist on helping me choose one pair - and we will bill it to the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor.”

Keqing’s eyes widened fractionally. “But you haven’t even started working there yet? Would Director Hu really be alright with that?”

Director Hu could stand to experience a little more disappointment in life. “It’s fine. I believe my brother died a week before he would have received his salary so she can just take it out of that if it comes to it.”

“Well … if you’re sure. The best shoe shop is across town, though, so we’ll have to head south from here.”

They walked in leisurely silence. Being freshly dead did a strange thing to Zhongli’s perception of the city. A few people sent her looks of pity and she’d gotten several warm condolences from shopkeepers and fellow customers during this trip, but all the people she’d grown to know before as Liyue’s most reputable consultant now spoke to her with an increased sense of distance if no less respect. They were inclined to like her because they’d liked him, but they did not know that they knew her.

The city had always been as familiar to her as the back of her hand, as much a part of her soul as her own memories. And yet walking through it now felt … fresh, in a way. It had not occurred to her that starting over like this would feel so much like a new beginning; different from when she’d retired from being Rex Lapis, but not completely dissimilar either. She was yet unsure if she resented it or not.

As for the former Geo Archon himself, it was nice to know that even now, nearly half a year after his passing, the streets were still very enthusiastically selling his memorabilia. She spotted one bold vendor loudly advertising Exuvia-themed water bottles, declaring that the water that flowed from them tasted all the sweeter for that they’d passed through the image of a dead god, and let out a quiet huff of amusement.

Keqing followed her gaze. “Fan of Rex Lapis?” she asked casually.

Ha. “Not in particular,” she said. “The reverence towards which the city holds him even now is not surprising considering his long history, but to try and profit off his image is … also unsurprising. This is the land of commerce, after all, and I imagine he’d be proud to see his people flourishing so well. But on a personal level I think the merchandise is tacky.”

Keqing ripped her gaze away from the vendor to fix Zhongli with a slightly distracted stare. “Oh, right,” she said. “I agree completely. I wouldn’t be caught dead purchasing such a thing. If one is in need of a water bottle, why not just get a normal one, right?”

“Exactly. I can’t understand the appeal of drinking from Rex Lapis’s mouth.”

“Me neither,” Keqing choked out.

They walked for a little while longer before Keqing said, “But, um - your brother. I know you said you didn’t want to talk about him. But he was a fan?”

“A fan?”

“Of - of Rex Lapis. I’d always thought … I mean … considering the dragons …”

“What dragons?”

“On his suit …”

Oh, right. It was impossible to explain that the reason Zhongli and Rex Lapis shared such similar aesthetics was that they were the same person, so she said, “He certainly respected the amount of hard work the Geo Archon put into the wellbeing of the city. But I think he simply chose to wear whatever made him feel comfortable.”

“Of course.”

Halfway through Chihu Rock, Keqing said, “Jianlao. I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Oh. Wanmin Restaurant is not far from here. I’m sure if you ask, they’ll let you - ”

“No, I wouldn’t dare impose. Actually, back where we were before, I think I saw a public restroom. I’ll be back in an hour.”

An hour? “Keqing, are you alright?”

“Yes,” she said, backing away. “I’m not - I’m definitely not going to purchase anything else, I just need a moment. You stay here.”

“Perhaps it would be better if I were to go with you. If you feel as though you’ll need to take that long then you might be ill. If something happens then I could run for a doctor - ”

“No, no, that won’t be necessary. Please stay here, I couldn’t make you walk back and forth so much on my account. Why don’t we meet in the courtyard in front of Third-Round Knockout later?”

The nervous edge in Keqing’s voice did not escape Zhongli’s notice. She hadn’t known she was capable of feeling embarrassed by anything. Perhaps this was some personal medical problem? In which case, it would be rude of her to pry further. “If you’re sure. I will be waiting, then.”

“Great,” said Keqing, already backing away. “Excellent. See you in a bit.” She took off in the general direction of the merchant who’d been selling the Rex Lapis bottles. Strange; she couldn’t remember any public restrooms in that direction. But like most Electro Vision wielders, Keqing could be very fast when she wanted to be, and she was out of sight before Zhongli could so much as open her mouth to warn her.

Ah well. Keqing was also clever, so she’d figure it out for herself soon enough.

At least now she had the time to meander Chihu Rock at her own pace. No matter how much time passed, she never tired of walking through and looking at the city. Nor of looking at rocks, for that matter. When Shitou spotted her and said, “Young lady! Care to try your hand at some betting jade?” who was she to say no?

“I’m afraid I don’t have any Mora on me to bet with,” she said, walking over.

“That’s no trouble! You’re Zhongli-xiansheng’s sister, correct? Your brother always gave me tons of business - or rather, his generous friends did.” The ore merchant chuckled. “Since this is your first time at the Jade Mystery, I’ll let you place a bet for free just this once. What do you think?”

“What are the rules?”

He gestured to the table under the stall. “Before you sit three pieces of uncut rock. Pick one and I’ll break it open for you. Providing there’s jade inside, I’ll pay you handsomely for it. Rest assured, we sell no bad stones here.”

Zhongli did not believe bad stones existed, but it was true that in terms of business some rocks were valued greater than others. “Very well.” She pointed. “That one, then.”

“Oho, no hesitation whatsoever! You are certainly a bold one, Madam. In that case, let me get that for you …”

Several minutes later, Shitou stared blankly at the Cor Lapis shining warmly under the afternoon sun.

“You certainly know hidden treasure when you see it, Madam,” he said. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to share what trick you used in your selection …?”

“There was no trick, though you can call it intuition if it pleases you.” Zhongli passed a hand over the gleaming stone. “I believe you owe me Mora now.”

“Right. Yes.” Shitou reluctantly handed over a pouch. “Four thousand Mora for your win. Er - wait! Don’t go just yet. The Jade Mystery doesn’t just deal in games, you know. We have plenty of other rocks here for your perusal. In fact, we recently received a shipment of Noctilucous Jade mined from Guyun Stone Forest, that very place where Rex Lapis sealed the Overlord of the Vortex all those millennia ago! A feat which the Qixing recently replicated … it was certainly brave of the miners to go there again so soon, don’t you think? Why not give them a look?”

Noctilucous Jade … “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to look.”

She clasped her hands behind her back and inspected these new wares in a scholarly manner while Shitou wrung his hands and sweated. While not the highest quality of Noctilucous she had ever seen, they were not completely terrible either. In particular, the largest piece was the size of a human head and its colour a deep, lustrous blue streaked with purple. Under the hands of a skilled jeweller or stone sculptor, it could be transformed into something wondrous indeed.

Shitou followed her gaze and said, “Aha! Your eye is no less discerning than your brother’s. But if you’re interested, that particular piece will cost you. Let’s say … five thousand Mora? It would be six thousand but I’ll discount it just for you.”

Zhongli hummed. “Unfortunately, I only have four thousand Mora on my person.” Strange. She would have guessed the Jade to still not be worth quite as much as, say, the truly impeccable Cor Lapis she’d had cracked open, and yet it was more expensive?

The merchant’s eyes gleamed. “Is that so …? Well, if that’s all you have, then it can’t be helped …”

The sound of military boots striding across the courtyard was all the warning Zhongli got before Childe tossed a heavy pouch onto the table, making it rattle and Shitou yelp. “She’ll take them all,” he said. His eyes were dark and heavy. “Zhongli. I think we should talk.”

“Good afternoon, Childe. Your generosity is appreciated - but not necessary in this case, as it so happens.” Before Shitou could reach it, she picked up the bag of Mora and returned it to Childe. He grasped it with slightly bewildered hands. “I only need one stone and I have more than enough to pay for it.”

She reached past the large, lustrous stone to select a smaller ore. This piece of Jade was only about two fists thick and slightly duller in colour, closer to the shade of the sea, or Childe’s eyes. She lifted it to the sky and watched it catch the light. “If the other stone is worth four thousand Mora, then by virtue of comparison this one would be around one thousand, correct? That is to say, if we are merely speaking of physical quality. Personal sentiment is another matter, and cannot be so easily measured in numbers.”

Zhongli took out her winnings and spilled two thousand Mora onto the table, exact down to the coin. “That should be more than sufficient to cover it, I think. Thank you for doing business with me today; I was unsure of how to occupy myself while I waited for Keqing, but your little game has proved ample distraction. I will be sure to recommend the Jade Mystery to all my friends. Come to think of it, Ganyu recently expressed an interest in getting some jewelry commissioned but was too busy chasing tax evaders to properly research reliable ore sellers. Like most upstanding citizens of Liyue, she places a great deal of importance on mercantile honesty. Since you have been so kind to me, maybe I will recommend you to her.”

Shitou opened his mouth but no sound came out. Zhongli did not care; she’d made her point.

To Childe she said, “There is a bench not far from here, overlooking the sea. We can go there to speak if you like.” The stone and the leftover money disappeared into her pants pockets, which she’d modified so they were larger on the inside than the outside.

“Did that merchant do something to you?” he asked while they walked.

“The Jade Mystery has stood as a reputable business for generations. Rex Lapis recommended it once but everyone who knows Shitou will already know that as well, for he proclaims it to anybody who will listen. Rex Lapis is no longer here to rescind that recommendation,” she replied, “but I am.”

“How strict. You always seemed the type to get scammed instead.”

Zhongli felt a flush creep up her neck. “I’m … not infallible. But while I may have little grasp on the value of money, I can at least measure the comparative value of stone. Had he wanted to perform a sleight of hand, he ought to have been more careful. My brother said you were a debt collector, so I’m sure you understand my irritation.”

“Oh, he told you about me, did he?”

“Just as you claimed he told you plenty about me, so he must have also done to me with you,” said Zhongli, stone-faced.

“Is that so?” Childe stepped in front of her, forcing her to stop. “And what did he say, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“He described you as a selfless friend, an interesting individual, and a good listener.”

“High praise,” Childe remarked. “If vague. Then I wonder why in his will he left me with a bow I can’t even string. What a shame he’s no longer here to say. I don’t suppose you could shed some light on the subject?”

The corners of Zhongli’s mouth curved upwards. She stepped closer to look at him from under her eyelashes and watch him go perfectly still.

“You really want to know?” she murmured. A gloved hand trailed up the deep red of his scarf, coming to stop under his shoulder. A single finger crooked around his earring and gave it the softest, gentlest of twirls. “If I were to guess … he thought the idea of you struggling on this matter would be cute.”

Zhongli slipped past him. The ocean was beautiful at this time of day. Even now the memory of the age of the Guili Assembly left an ache in her heart but she did not think she would ever regret moving her people to the coast. Even Guyun Stone Forest, once nothing more than a souvenir of war, had transformed into something worth looking at over time. It loomed like a distant crown over the glittering sea.

Zhongli took a seat on the bench by the railing overlooking the lower levels of the city. The sound of the docks floated up towards her, white noise adding to the peaceful ambience of the day. Childe was slower to catch up. His fists were clenched and his face was red.

“Huh!” he said. “Zhongli, you - but you’ll never guess what he said to me about you!”

“You’re likely right.”

Childe loomed over her instead of sitting, probably to force her to look up at him. Petty, but not out of character. “He said that you - that you’re - I can’t remember right now but it wasn’t flattering!”

Zhongli’s impassive expression cracked into mirth. She laughed openly into a lifted hand, shoulders shaking. “It’s wonderful to see you again, Childe. I must admit, your presence at the funeral took me by surprise. What brings you back to Liyue?”

“Fatui business,” said Childe, scowling at her. “Don’t look so happy. I’m still upset with you.”

“Oh.” Zhongli felt the smile fade from her face. “I … understand. Apologies for my insensitivity; in truth I’d assumed, given the relative amiability of our last parting, that you had not held a grudge towards me for the Rite of Descension, but perhaps the fault is mine for not - ”

Panic flashed across his expression in the moment before he passed a hand over his face. “No! Archons above, not about that. Zhongli. Zhongli. Do you really not know why I might be just a little angry about you faking your death and not telling me, after everything?”

Hm? “But I did tell you.”

“You left me to draw my own assumptions. I don’t think you knowing that I knew that you were unlikely to be actually dead actually constitutes as telling - ”

“No,” said Zhongli. It wasn’t like her to interrupt, but it was pressing that she not let this misunderstanding go on. “I did tell you, though judging from your reaction I assume you never received the letter.”

Now it was his turn to stare. “What letter?”

Her brow furrowed. “When did you arrive in Liyue?”

Childe huffed, clearly irritated with what he saw as a dodging of his question, but said, “Four days ago. I thought one of your co-conspirators would have told you that.”

“I had no co-conspirators. My missive missed you, then. Shortly after I fell off Beiyun’s balcony, I sent you a letter informing you of my circumstances. While hastily written and brief, it could not be said to be no warning at all. But if you truly arrived four days ago then you would have been on the boat when it was sent out.” Now feeling a little snippish, she added with some disapproval, “Had you seen fit to send me a letter in advance informing you of your impending arrival, perhaps I could have arranged for something more comprehensive.”

He threw up his hands. “But you - you’ve never sent me a letter before! How was I supposed to know to do that? Forgive me but I wasn’t actually expecting you to fake your own death. Don’t you think twice in six months is a bit much?”

She stared at her knees. “Considering that you - I thought - but you didn’t … write to me first? I’d assumed that if you wanted to stay in touch, you would have …”

“I thought if you wanted to stay in touch, you would have.”

“My belief was that you were moving on from Liyue for bigger and better things. Even if I knew your Snezhnayan address, Childe, I had no way of knowing whether you’d still be there to receive any communication from me,” she said, exasperated. “Logically, you would then be expected to take the initiative in such a situation. If you were interested.”

Childe said, “Wait, but if you don’t know where I live then how did you send me a letter this time?”

“Through Zapolyarny Palace. Considering the machinations of the Fatui cannot be separated from that of the Cryo Archon’s, my guess was that Harbinger communications would also pass through her home on occasion. I entreated the Tsaritsa to forward it to you.”

 

Many miles away, Tonia of Morepesok was failing to enjoy a rare moment of quiet in her usually rowdy household. Sitting at the desk in her room, she stared at the mail that had been delivered that morning. One envelope in particular had been bothering her all day. An ochre wax seal with the Geo symbol kept its flap closed, and the official stamp of Her Majesty the Tsaritsa gleamed scarlet on the back. Unsurprisingly, it was addressed to Ajax - or Childe, as he insisted non-family members address him as - and usually she would just forward it along to wherever he was currently stationed without thinking too much about it. While his childhood home rarely received letters concerning his Harbinger work, when they did it was Tonia’s unofficial job to make sure they got to their intended recipient without incident.

But the characters on the return address gave her pause. 钟离, 往生堂, 璃月港, it read. She didn’t recognize any of the characters except the first two, which her beloved big brother had been absentmindedly doodling into notebooks and tracing with his finger against the walls and carving clumsily into the trees in their backyard and sighing over the past six months in a bout of truly pathetic behaviour that for all of her pushing he’d refused to explain.

She’d even picked up a dictionary of Liyuean characters from the local library and after hours of struggling to figure out how it worked she’d finally identified the characters as meaning what she was pretty sure was time of leaving. That didn’t make much sense though.

What did make sense was that it was a name, as its presence on this envelope seemed to be saying. So Tonia was curious, sue her.

The nice thing about being Ajax’s younger sibling was that for all his overprotectiveness and insistence on her living as happy and normal of a life as possible, he was never actually willing to deny her anything so long as she asked for it twice. Under his reluctant tutelage she’d enthusiastically learned several skills better befitting a spy than a civilian. Cryptography was her favourite so far, not least because it was the one thing she’d actually managed to surpass him in, but there was also lock-picking, knife-throwing … and how to reseal a wax stamp with none the wiser once you’d broken it open.

But to do so here would be an invasion of his privacy. She couldn’t do that to him.

… Buuut Ajax been writing those characters so often he’d actually started inscribing them out of habit in icing over Anton’s birthday cake two months ago before he’d realized what he was doing and managed to cover it up with a beautiful fondant flower with none the wiser except for Tonia, who’d been on the other side of the kitchen brewing hot chocolate and struggling to restrain herself from grabbing him by both arms and shaking until he told her what the hell was going on.

She carefully broke open the seal and slid out a single piece of white square paper. It was a nice piece of stationery, decorated with a geometric gold border.

Childe, it said. I hope you’re doing well and that I am not overstepping my bounds by contacting you. If you hear any strange rumours in the upcoming days, don’t worry. I’m not actually dead. Enjoy the bow. Yours, Zhongli.

Postscript. Recently, I have started to take an increased interest in marine animals. Did you know that there are some species of sea cucumbers capable of expelling their internal organs as a defense mechanism? Following the autotomic evisceration process, they slowly regenerate those organs over time. A remarkable feat regrettably not replicable by humans nor adepti; despite being studier than most I still admit to feeling some envy over such a potent healing process. Nature truly is fascinating.

A single tear slipped from Tonia’s eye. At long last. Her incredible, foolish favourite brother had managed to find someone just as weird as he was.

 

Childe took a seat beside her, propping an ankle across the opposite knee and an elbow against the back of the bench. “Okay,” he said, sulkingly. “Alright, fine. All things considered I am pretty touched.”

She side-eyed him. “Are you?”

“I didn’t expect you to get yourself killed again, but it’s … nice to know that you didn’t completely forget me while doing so either.” He exhaled. “You know that regular people don’t use that sort of strategy to expose serial killers, right?”

“How would you have done it?”

“I would have killed him instead and made his death look like an accident.” He cleared his throat. “Not that I … make a habit of doing things like that …”

Zhongli considered this. “I can see how that might be more efficient,” she allowed, “but without exposing his crimes to the populace as well, the loved ones of his victims would be forever denied closure.”

“Did you have to sacrifice yourself though?”

“It was the most straightforward path at the time, and I could hardly sacrifice someone else.” She looked at him gravely. “I was exceedingly fond of my life as Zhongli. Please understand, it gave me little pleasure to end it.”

“Little pleasure isn’t no pleasure.”

She sighed. “I try to make the most of the situations I create for myself. Though I have to say, this was one of my less amusing mortal deaths. Retiring as the Geo Archon made more of a difference than I expected in the degree to which I embedded myself into human life. Fundamentally, my life has not changed - and yet I find myself missing my previous one all the same.”

“That sounds like a very human reaction to have towards these inhuman circumstances,” said Childe. “But let’s go back a moment. Mortal deaths. Deaths, as in, plural?”

She hummed. “I think this was my thirty-eighth.”

“Zhongli,” said Childe with feeling. “My dearest, loveliest, and most excellent consultant.” He took her hand in his and interlaced their fingers together, smiling angelically. “If you experience a thirty-ninth in my lifetime, I will throttle you. Consider that a promise.”

“You always liked to brag about how well you keep your promises,” she replied wryly. “Will you at least do me the courtesy of telling me the reason behind such a declaration?”

“For someone so smart you can be remarkably obtuse,” said Childe. “Is it really that hard to believe that I hate the idea of you dying, even if it’s just pretend?”

Zhongli opened her mouth. Closed it again. Childe leaned into her space with a breathless little laugh and said, “Really? Really? I spent almost an entire year plying you with sweet words and expensive dinners and extravagant gifts and this is what finally strikes you speechless? Are you serious?”

“It’s just … been a long time since someone said that to me,” she mumbled, trying to extract her hand. “You took me off guard. There’s no need to rub it in.”

“Rub it in?” Childe’s voice was positively gleeful as his grip tightened. “Zhongli-xiaojie, what kind of character do you think I have? Am I the kind of person who would rub in the embarrassment of a respectable and elegant gentlewoman such as yourself?”

“Evidently yes.” Zhongli’s attempt to keep her voice cold was ruined by its slight tremor. She flushed further. “Fine! I give you my word that I will not execute any such plan again over the course of your natural human lifespan. Now, please stop talking.”

Childe pretended to think it over. “Hmm, I could do that. Letting this opportunity to see you make such cute expressions go by still doesn’t seem like a fair trade, though. You’ll have to give me a little more than that.”

She rolled her eyes. “From your manner of speaking, I presume you already have something in mind?”

“Get dinner with me,” he said simply. “Just like old times. I’ll pay for it too, to make up for my failure to purchase all those shiny stones for you earlier. What do you say? Care to spend the evening with a restless Harbinger adrift in a foreign yet familiar land, grieving the loss of a beloved friend, mayhaps hoping to soothe the ache in his heart by making another …”

Zhongli huffed a laugh. “I would love to, but I’m afraid I already made plans for the day with - ”

“Me,” said Keqing in an icicle voice. Her heels clicked against the stone courtyard as she strode towards them and came to a stop in front of the bench. Her candy-coloured eyes flashed like the lightning she wielded so expertly. “Tartaglia. What an expected … pleasure.”

“Keqing,” said Tartaglia, smiling blandly back. “Likewise.”

“That’s Lady Yuheng to you.” She inclined her head at Zhongli, expression stiff. “Sorry for taking so long.”

“Not at all. In fact, you’re back much sooner than I expected. I thought you were going to take the full hour.” Zhongli got to her feet, Childe’s hand slipping from her grasp.

“Yeah. Well. They ran out of what I was looking for.”

Her brow furrowed. “The bathrooms did?”

Keqing stared at her blankly for a moment. “In the - oh! Yes. T-toilet paper,” she spluttered. “That’s what they ran out of.”

Zhongli failed to see how this would bring Keqing back sooner. If anything, shouldn’t she have taken even longer looking for some?

“That sounds like quite the story,” said Childe lightly. Keqing’s eye twitched.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter as long as you’re feeling better,” said Zhongli, taking pity on her.

“Indeed.” She cleared her throat. “We should get going.”

“Dare I invite myself as a third wheel to your little venture?” said Childe, getting to his feet. He made a show of stretching his arms over his head as though he was a cat who’d just finished a leisurely nap, jacket lifting to further expose the triangle of skin over his stomach.

Zhongli brightened at the thought of his continued company but Keqing gave the Harbinger a look so cutting she was mildly shocked that thunder didn’t start echoing across the Harbor. “I’m afraid not,” she said, smiling sharply. “We’re having a girls’ day, you see. Don’t take it personally.”

“Do I ever?” Childe replied, lips curling upwards just as falsely.

The Qixing had never quite warmed up to Childe, but Zhongli couldn’t remember the vitriol between them being this strong. Hadn’t these two just ignored each other at her funeral? “Perhaps we can get dinner together another time,” she suggested to Childe. “I’ll have little to do over the next week, so feel free to call on me at your leisure.”

His gaze softened minutely. “I’ll be taking you up on that, then.”

Keqing waited until he had walked sufficiently out of earshot before she turned to Zhongli, frowning. “Jianlao, be careful with that one.”

“What do you mean?” she said. In the distance, Childe turned and gave her a final wave. She waved back. “He seems nice.”

She pursed her lips. “It’s true that Childe was close to your brother, and I don’t think he’d want to hurt you on purpose. But you should know … when I say close, I mean they were close.”

“… Alright …”

“Ningguang hates him but even she was upset when he left the city because it made her lose her expensive bet against the Tianshu that they’d be married within the next month.”

Zhongli dropped her hand. “Married?” she managed.

“No one knew for sure that they were together,” said Keqing, crossing her arms, “and I don’t know how much your brother told you. But they sort of gave off that vibe, you know?”

“They did?” said Zhongli weakly. They had not been together - not in an official romantic capacity. Both had been too preoccupied with their respective jobs and schemes to pursue any such relationship, or at least Zhongli had been. On her personal part, in regards to mere feelings, she hadn’t thought she’d been that obvious.

“Sometimes the only thing that kept us from kicking his ass straight into the ocean was the knowledge that he was at least under responsible supervision, following Zhongli-xiansheng around the city like a puppy with more money than sense. Despite being gone for six months he still ended up back in time for the funeral … and yet at the funeral itself, for all his fancy words, he didn’t seem that wrung out about what happened. But maybe that’s because he saw you right away.” She exhaled. “Your brother was an amazing person, so I guess I theoretically understand where Childe is coming from, but you deserve better than to be a replacement rebound for that guy.”

For the second time that day, Zhongli found herself rendered speechless.

Six thousand years she’d been alive, and this was the first time someone had warned her against becoming a replacement for herself.

“I suppose Childe can be … charming,” Keqing continued. “He certainly charmed your brother. But he’s … I’ll just say it. I don’t think he’s completely right in the head. You must have heard the rumours that he was responsible for the disaster that nearly wiped Liyue off the map six months ago.”

“You are … referring to the resurgence of the Overlord of the Vortex.”

“We can’t prove it was him so we haven’t been able to prosecute him, but listen. It was totally him. Don’t tell anyone I told you this, but the Qixing have it on a good source that he was trying to lure out the Geo Archon. We don’t know for what reason, but no reason could have been good. Now, I don’t know him on a personal level well enough to say for sure that he would obsessively fixate on you because you look and behave so much like Zhongli-xiansheng, but I can’t say for sure that he wouldn’t, either. Just …” Her expression was somber. “Just be careful.”

“I’ll keep your words in mind,” said Zhongli. “Thank you for letting me know, Keqing.”

The Yuheng was a good friend, she decided. It was a shame she had no intention of listening to her advice.

  



6. the rest, in pieces


    
    
  
    Letters from the wind.
  


The scent of Cecilia flowers had Jean looking up from her paperwork. Venti sat on the sill of one of the open windows of her office. In his lap he cradled a wooden lyre and one of his hands hovered over its strings, mimicking the act of plucking out a tune but not actually touching.

“Venti,” she greeted, setting down her pen. “You’re back earlier than expected. How was the funeral?”

He wrinkled his nose. “It was okay. I didn’t get to see much of it, to be honest - I got kicked out pretty quickly for getting into a fight with the corpse.”

“You,” said Jean. “You what?”

Venti dispersed the lyre with a sigh and hopped to his feet. “Dead people these days have so little sense of humour, much less taste in music. Anyway, I was hoping you’d do me a favour. Just a little one; I wouldn’t want to add to your workload.” He eyed the stack of documents by her side as though it was a feral animal readying itself to bite him. Jean stifled a smile. “I wrote a letter to the Geo Archon. I wanted to ask if you could stamp it for me, make it all official before I send it out.”

Venti took out an envelope from under his hat and handed it to her. It was addressed to a funeral parlor in Liyue Harbor. He didn’t blink when Jean hesitantly pushed back the flap and slid the letter out. The message was simple - Sooo, how long are you going to be mad at me? If I come back to Liyue for a visit will you bite my head off? Jean said, “Forgive me, but isn’t the Geo Archon dead?”

The god in her office snickered. “When is she not?”

In the end, Jean not only stamped the envelope but rewrote the letter for him. Venti insisted that she didn’t have to, that his friend would understand his message and going to greater lengths was unnecessary, but despite Venti’s long life Jean sometimes wondered if she had more experience in diplomatic matters than he did. Mondstadt and Liyue had always enjoyed a good relationship. If this truly was the Geo Archon they were writing to, it wouldn’t hurt to be polite.


  To Zhongli Jianlao of the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor,



  Greetings to you from the land of wind and wine. On behalf of Mondstadt, I extend you well wishes and our hopes for prosperity. I am Jean Gunnhildr, Acting Grand Master of the Knights of Favonius, and I write to you bearing a message from the Anemo Archon Barbatos.



  Barbatos sincerely apologizes for any transgression against your person that he may have committed during his recent trip to your country. It was not his intent to offend, but if he did he seeks to make amends. To this end, he sends this communication to inquire as to whether he will be able to return to Liyue sometime in the near future for the purposes of reconciliation.



  Though Mondstadt is the city of freedom, the title is one that was hard-fought for. We are no strangers to conflict - nor to the peace that follows forgiveness.



  Sincerely,



  Jean Gunnhildr,



  Dandelion Knight and Lionfang Knight, Acting Grand Master of the Knights of Favonius.



  The Headquarters of Ordo Favonius, Cider Lake, Mondstadt.


“You didn’t have to kiss up to her so much, Jean,” said Venti, peering over her shoulder. “Morax is going to think I’m mocking her considering how unapologetic I was when I left. Although it’s true that I’ve never sent her a letter quite this nice before … and she does like formal, stuffy things … it might just work.”

It did not work.

The return letter appeared on Jean’s desk two weeks later.


  Hello Acting Grand Master Jean! How absolutely privileged the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor is to receive a missive from someone of your reputation and status. I never thought we’d be getting direct letters from Mondstadt’s government - Liyue’s, yes, the Millileth always seem to have yet another exhausting matter to take up with us - but definitely not yours!



  My subordinate Zhongli found it incredibly amusing that the Anemo Archon decided to send apologies through a middleman - or middlewoman, in your case - and by amusing I mean that she tore the letter to little pieces and tossed them into a fire as soon as she finished letting me read it. I was the one who started the fire that she tossed them into. It was awesome.



  That being said, both Zhongli and I agree that the letter was prettily written. Zhongli wants me to tell you, Dandelion Knight, that she appreciates the effort you’ve gone to on behalf of your Archon and doesn’t blame you in the least. To your Archon, on the other hand, she says, and I quote, “Tell Venti that if I ever see his smirking face again then he’ll be using our services very soon.” So there you have it.



  Just so you’re informed, the cost of funeral rites for a known deceased god is usually about twelve times that of a regular funeral, but at the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor we believe in equity and since Venti is the close friend of one of our most prized employees, I’ll offer you an exclusive 20% off on all our services. I suggest you cash in on this exclusive deal within my lifetime. Liyue is the city of contracts but all things end with death, so I can’t guarantee my successor will be as generous as I am, hehe!



  Signed Hu Tao,



  77th Director of Wangsheng.



  Liyue Harbor, the Sea of Clouds, Liyue.



  P.S. Don’t tell Zhongli I did this but enclosed is a series of lyrics my friend Xingqiu and I worked on to accompany that lovely song Venti played at Zhongli’s dead brother’s funeral. Please ask him if he thinks they’re any good and get back to me as soon as possible, okay thanks!


Venti clicked his tongue and said, “Oh, don’t look at me like that, Jean. Under her cold and ruthless exterior, Morax is actually a big softie deep down, with a heart like melted butter. Judging from this letter, I only actually need to wait about two hundred years before showing my face again, four hundred if I respond to the Director.”

He plucked a blank piece of paper and pen from her desk and began to write.

“Please tell me you’re not responding to the Director,” said Jean.

“Of course I am!” said Venti. “Under the dawn of a new day’s light, the wings of renewal take fresh flight. If Hu Tao manages to annoy Morax enough, maybe my own offences will pale in comparison and I’ll be forgiven enough to get invited to her next funeral.”

“But if Rex Lapis finds out that you’re behind this as well …”

“She won’t,” said Venti confidently. “Hu Tao wouldn’t have asked for my discretion otherwise. I don’t really know her on a personal level, but Morax seems fond of her so she must be one to keep her word.”

 

Hu Tao was a sharp, quick-learning and curious young woman. One would think that her high intelligence would lend to maturity and decorum in her person, but it was not to be.

Growing up, Hu Tao’s grandfather’s longtime family friend had liked to say things to her such as, “Honesty is the principle upon which a good character forms.” In practice, however, said friend liked to do things such as play entire nations as though they were chessboards, falsify deaths, and use careful wordplay in contracts to ensure justice. Hu Tao had certainly learned a lot from watching the Geo Archon maneuver through everyday life.

Additionally, she’d never promised Venti not to snitch on him, just asked him not to snitch on her. Whatever implications he picked up about reciprocity were not her problem.

A letter found its way to the Funeral Parlor. Hu Tao opened it, read its contents, and looked up with her red eyes gleaming.

“Dajie,” she said. “You’ll never believe who just gave me the most conclusive feedback for my latest song …”

 


  
    Dinners of an immortal.
  


In the week following her brother’s funeral, Zhongli and Childe met up for dinner nearly every day. They soon discovered that it was not only Keqing who seemed to believe Childe may have been taking advantage of a beautiful woman’s grief. While everyone was very warm and welcoming, almost suffocatingly sympathetic towards Zhongli-xiaojie, Childe was received much more coolly, especially when they visited the places he’d usually gone to with the late Zhongli-xiansheng.

Xiangling of Wanmin Restaurant, on the other hand, greeted them with open arms, so it was to that place that they ended up gravitating towards the most. Whatever problems she’d had with Zhongli-xiaojie’s absence from her brother’s life seemed to have been resolved at the funeral. Nowadays she always seemed happy to see them, even more so when she saw them together.

Though she was the restaurant’s Head Chef, for some reason Xiangling proved intent on personally waitressing for them whenever possible. One time Zhongli ordered a spicy dish and Xiangling said, “I heard that some foreign dragons are capable of breathing fire. I wonder if Liyue’s was the same?” Another time she ordered Universal Peace and Xiangling said, “Ah, a favourite food of the Qilin, or so I’ve heard!” And she kept arranging her newest food inventions in the shape of things like scales and claws and horns, and asking for Zhongli’s opinion on how one might make her family’s establishment more adeptus-friendly.

Zhongli rather feared that Xiangling was getting sucked into the Rex Lapis-themed services route so many businesses had started in the wake of the Geo Archon’s death, but couldn’t quite summon the words that might have dissuaded her.

The first time they went there since Wangsheng’s consultant died, Xiangling waved off their attempts to pay and said, “Don’t worry about it! We still have plenty left over from Childe’s advance money for Zhongli-xiansheng.”

The easy smile slipped from Childe’s face. He clutched at his chopsticks, spluttered and said, “Xiangling, you said that you wouldn’t - ”

He cut himself off, sneaking a glance at Zhongli’s expression, as calm and unreadable as a stone by the sea.

Xiangling giggled and clapped him on the back. “Eh, she would have found out eventually!”

“Xiangling told me what you did for my brother at the funeral,” said Zhongli. “I’m sure he would have been deeply touched.” And mildly confused, but sometimes that was alright.

Childe groaned and let his head thump onto the table. Zhongli laughed quietly. “This isn’t the place to be sleeping, my friend. Please, let’s enjoy our meal together. If it’s a source of embarrassment then I will speak no more of it.”

 

If Dijun wanted to spend her time hanging out with evil foreign agents then Xiao would not say anything to protest it because she deserved to choose her own happiness, but if the Harbinger laid a single malicious finger on her person then he would be there, ready to cut it off at a moment’s notice.

Spying on Dijun from a distance on one of the rooftops of Chihu Rock made Xiao fairly sensitive to when others were spying on her too. Over there - sitting at an empty table on the outside corner of Third-Round Knockout, a woman in purple with a pair of sunglasses peering at the couple over a large newspaper.

Xiao slipped down from the rooftops as quiet as a cat pacing a mattress and took a seat beside her. “Why are you stalking Daren?”

Keqing shrieked, the newspaper crumpling in her hands. She tossed it at him in reflexive shock. Xiao tilted his head aside to dodge. Several people on the street turned to stare but Zhongli and Childe were not among them. The god of contracts and the Eleventh Harbinger continued speaking with their heads bent low together over their meal, stuck in a bubble in which no one else existed.

“I’m not going to leave her alone with that shady fake-smiling asshole. Why are you stalking Jianlao?” Keqing shot back.

How unexpected. It had been a long time since Xiao had found an immediate kindred spirit in a mortal. For as long as he could remember, they had been creatures beyond his understanding. Too innocent, too brief and flickering for his tainted mind to meet in the middle. He especially had not been expecting to find commonality in the Yuheng, who made her disdain of both Rex Lapis and the adepti frequently clear. “Same reason as you,” he admitted reluctantly.

“Oh …” said Keqing.

For several minutes they sat in tense silence, observing Zhongli from a distance and not looking at each other. The waitress arrived with Keqing’s food. She blinked at Xiao but when met with his piercing gold stare, scurried quickly away without asking if he intended on ordering something as well.

“Why do you call her Daren, anyway?” said Keqing eventually.

Xiao thought it was a minor crime that not everyone in Liyue referred to Dijun as Daren, the bare minimum of respect one ought to have afforded the god who’d selflessly protected them all these millennia. But he would respect Dijun’s decision to live as a regular mortal, or as regularly as someone like Dijun could live. He understood better than most the desire to leave one’s past behind, though it still grated at times to hear others refer to her so casually.

“I owe Daren a debt I will never be able to repay,” he said. As did all of Liyue. “That is all.”

“I see,” said Keqing. She picked at her rice. “I won’t pry into what she did. But Jianlao must be a remarkable person to have obtained the loyalty of one of the adepti.”

“Indeed,” said Xiao. And then, quite unable to help himself, “In all my years of life I have never met anyone with such strength as her, justice and kindness manifested in equal measure. I am glad she’s happy these days. But I wish she had better taste.”

“Yeah,” said Keqing, propping her chin in her hand. “I guess Childe is cute, objectively speaking. But lots of people are cute without doing things like sinking cities and picking fights with gods and murdering serial killers to keep them from going to trial.”

“Daren doesn’t think he’s all that bad,” said Xiao glumly. “She keeps insisting on the existence of his good qualities which I have never perceived evidence of.” Dijun insisted that he would understand if only he got to know Childe better, but that was something Xiao had no interest in doing whatsoever.

“I’m half-convinced he’s pulling the wool over her eyes,” said Keqing. “But how long until the act stops and she suffers?”

“I don’t know about that. Daren is not an easy person to fool. I think the Harbinger is just as besotted with her as she is with him. But she could have anyone she wanted so I don’t know why she would choose him.”

“Love is blind,” said Keqing wisely.

If only it were that easy. “Daren has never been blind to anything in the two millennia since she saved me,” said Xiao, rubbing at his temples. “Ganyu and I have been forced to conclude that she sees that man for all that he is and still decided to be … fond. I never would have expected this from her. Perhaps Lord Barbatos was right, and old age and retirement have made her grow softer in heart - though I’d prefer it if he stopped saying so in such a disrespectful manner.”

“Two millennia,” said Keqing.

Whoops. “I never said any such number. Goodbye,” said Xiao, and teleported away.

 

Wanmin Restaurant’s lighting was not terrible, but it wasn’t especially flattering either. Somehow Zhongli was still beautiful under it, all gold eyes and dark hair and tiny, gentle smiles, an aura so becoming that the area around her seemed to transform into something elegant just by her being there.

Childe had always known Zhongli to be beautiful, because he had functioning eyes. And yet somehow the nature of that beauty had changed over time, from something he’d been vaguely aware and vaguely dismissive of in the beginning into something impossible to look away from. “You are leaving a part of you behind with me,” Xiansheng had said on the docks that day, and though he’d meant it in a metaphorical way, it sure had felt like Childe was being physically torn apart when Zhongli had said his laughing goodbyes and turned away.

Zhongli was just as beautiful now when she said, tone thoughtful, “Ganyu told me that you killed Beiyun.”

Shit. Fuck. Childe lifted a piece of fried shrimp between somewhat lopsided chopsticks to his mouth and chewed so he wouldn’t have to answer. At least he could use them at all now. Taking the dragon and phoenix pair home so he could practice with broken-apart twigs and pebbles in the privacy of his room where only Tonia had ever stumbled across him once by accident had been a good idea. (Tonia laughed at him for ten minutes straight but was also successfully sworn to secrecy, so it was fine.)

Zhongli looked at his chopsticks with a pleased sort of expression. She didn’t seem mad, but Childe tried not to make too many assumptions as to what she was thinking - not that he could, considering how unflappable and serene she seemed to be naturally. Also curse Ningguang, for planting those paranoid thoughts into his head. He understood that she wanted him to behave but he wished she had just sent an assassin or something. That would be a more welcome way of receiving the message than playing on his irrational desire to keep Zhongli’s good opinion.

“I would like to know why,” she said.

Childe swallowed the shrimp and said, “They can’t prove it was me.”

“This sounds familiar.”

“I won’t do it again.”

“That too,” said Zhongli, and laughed silently into her palm.

Childe’s shoulders slumped. “If it hadn’t been for him you wouldn’t have had to - you know. Ganyu is a snitch.”

“Truth be told, Ganyu doesn’t usually bother informing me of these things. She understands that I am keeping my distance from politics nowadays; she’s not a snitch. She just hates you,” said Zhongli comfortingly.

“Thanks,” said Childe.

Her eyes lowered. “Sometimes I wonder whether I ought to apologize for that. I have known Ganyu for a … very, very long time. As a toddler in the era of the Guili Assembly, she would sometimes sit in my lap during meetings and chew on the ends of my hair. Familiarity ought to have bred contempt but in truth it raised in her a degree of reverence. She would have disliked you regardless but I suspect that the intensity of it is slightly stronger for your association with me. While I am touched by her devotion, I’m sorry if she’s caused you difficulty in your dealings with the Qixing.”

“On the contrary,” said Childe, and he found he was smiling and couldn’t stop, “it makes me happy to know that I should take the fact that she can barely stand me as evidence that I’m adored by you. And hey, maybe if we spent enough time together she’ll get mad enough to fight me. It’s a win-win situation.”

“There’s no need to flatter me, Childe,” said Zhongli, and comparing her eyes to gemstones would have been an injustice; they were far warmer than stone could ever be. “I already like you.”

 

Keqing walked home feeling slightly numb but also significantly more reassured of Jianlao’s ability to defend herself against Childe if the occasion required it. She brushed her teeth, changed into her pyjamas, kissed the forehead of her six-foot-long Rex Lapis plush goodnight, and climbed into bed so she could better stare at the ceiling.

So.

Jianlao was an adeptus.

It made sense in retrospect. Ganyu, Madame Ping, and Xiao were known adepti by the Qixing and they had all gone to the funeral and hovered over her at some point. It also explained why she claimed to be so knowledgeable about Liyue’s history despite having been gone from it for so ambiguously long. Zhongli, of course, must have also been an adeptus. No wonder he’d had no listed first name when she’d looked it up. And no wonder he reminded her so much of Rex Lapis.

How terrible it was that Beiyun killed him. At least the merchant died without ever knowing exactly what guardian of Liyue he’d ended the life of - he probably would have been unbearably smug about ‘defeating’ such a person if he had. Zhongli sure had been a gentle soul. Keqing had grown up with stories about the might of the adepti - of their strength, their wisdom, strange and mysterious powers including the ability to shapeshift. Strange that Zhongli hadn’t fought back against Beiyun at all - or, maybe it wasn’t strange at all. For all that the adepti tended to be arrogant towards mortals, they very much valued human life.

Poor, self-sacrificing Zhongli, who hadn’t been able to bear raising a hand against one of the people he must have been sworn to protect. Life was cruel to punish him for that kindness. Keqing fell asleep with these restless thoughts rattling in her mind. Her dreams were weird and wonky. Rex Lapis appeared in them and sang the wordless song the bard had played at Zhongli’s funeral while Keqing slashed away at paperwork which folded itself into birds that attacked her in her own office. But though the Geo Archon took the form of a qilin-dragon behind her desk, the voice that came out of his mouth was Jianlao’s.

And dream-Rex Lapis didn’t help her fight off the paper birds at all. How useless.

 

Wandering under the lights of the city with Zhongli by his side, Childe said, “I have a confession to make. While I did come back on Fatui business, the Tsaritsa gave me a choice.”

They wandered to the south of the city and looked up at the looming shadow of Mt. Tianheng. “Her Majesty said I could either go to Fontaine and distract the Hydro Archon by existing obnoxiously in her realm of power, or I could return to Liyue and fix its relations with Snezhnaya.”

“And you chose the more boring option,” said Zhongli. Childe was a diplomat by necessity, not preference.

“I have a feeling Her Majesty has already started to regret giving me this choice,” he said, smiling wryly. “I’m good at many things but we both know playing peacemaker isn’t one of them. So far I’ve further worsened things with the Qixing by killing a criminal in their custody and scandalized half the nation by courting the sister of my freshly dead friend.”

“Did you set out to do these things when you got on the boat to Liyue?”

“Not exactly. I do try to obey the Tsaritsa’s commands, you know. But of course, if I’d really thought Liyue was the more boring option, I wouldn’t have picked it.” He pulled her ponytail over her shoulder and started to braid it. Gaze averted, he said, deceptively casual, “Distracting the former Geo Archon by existing obnoxiously in her realm of power is worth having to wade through tedious politics, no?”

 

Keqing shot upwards in bed with a gasp, eyes wide and bloodshot, nails biting into Rex Lapis’s fluffy flesh. “JIANLAO IS ZHONGLI.”

 

“I missed you,” said Zhongli.

And wasn’t that just the thing? Her Majesty would likely disagree, but being held in the regard of Liyue’s ex-Archon more than balanced out being despised by Liyue’s people in Childe’s books.

Childe wet his lips. “Zhongli, I … concerning what you said when we said goodbye, I wanted to ask …”

“Dijun.” Xiao slunk out of the shadows of the night towards her (or as much as someone with perfect posture and stiff manners at all times could slink), head lowered, looking deeply miserable. “I apologize for interrupting, but I have something urgent to tell you immediately.” His gaze flickered to Childe. “In private.”

Zhongli looked at Xiao with tempered surprise. And then she looked at Childe.

She had no need for puppy eyes. Even under the gaze of her mostly neutral, slightly apologetic expression, he caved in immediately.

“It’s getting late,” he said. “This is as good of a time as any to call it a night.”

“Thank you for understanding.” She leaned forward to press a brief, chaste kiss to his mouth. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She and Xiao were gone by the time Childe remembered how to think again. Light-headed and cheeks aching, he somehow managed to stumble his way back to the Northland Bank.

The lobby was almost empty by the time he arrived. Only Ekaterina was still behind her desk, working diligently as always.

“Welcome back, Master Childe,” she said, looking up. “A letter was fast-tracked here from Morepesok while you were out. I’ve left it on the desk in your office. How was your date?”

“Ekaterina,” he croaked. “Can you slap me so I know I’m not dreaming?”

“Certainly, sir.” She stood and walked around the desk. “Should I use my left hand or my right?”

“Whichever one has more rings on it.”

“I don’t wear rings.”

“We could tape a coin of Mora to your palm first.”

 

“No no no,” said Keqing. “That’s crazy. Come on.”

She got out of bed to splash water on her face. When she returned to her bedroom she picked up her pillow - it had a brown case embroidered along the edges with the gold symbol of the Geo Archon, patterned repeatedly - and shoved her face into it. She screamed.

 

Left cheek scarlet with the imprint of a triquetra, Childe stepped into his office, picked up the envelope on the desk, and saw what his dear little sister had to say. His head swam with joy and also pain so it took him an hour longer than usual to decipher the code Tonia always insisted on writing to him in.


  Sir Ajax,



  I hope you’ve been taking care. Even though it’s only been a little while since you left home, all of us miss you greatly already. I hope that whatever made you so eager to spirit yourself back to Liyue has proven itself worthwhile. Lately I’ve been thinking of visiting the country you’ve sung high praises of myself even though our sister insists that you’re actually an unofficial war criminal there. Mother and Father say that I’m not allowed to wander recklessly until I’m eighteen but Teucer is practically still an infant and he still climbed onto a foreign boat to visit you so I think I might just ignore them.



  As far as how home has been, not much of interest has happened since you left except that Anton lost another tooth. Besides that it’s been the same old, same old. But I figured I might as well say something to you since I’m already forwarding this letter that arrived through Zapolyarny Palace to the Northland Bank. Don’t worry, I didn’t pry.



  I’m going to cut this letter short now. Mother is dragging me and our eldest brother out to look at the stores of a wine merchant who recently came to town. She’s intent on getting our eldest brother the best of the best for his upcoming wedding, even though he hasn’t even mustered up the nerve to propose to his girlfriend yet. The merchant should be in Morepesok for a couple of weeks so let me know if you want any as well.



  Yours faithfully,



  Princess Tonia.


The forwarded letter was from Zhongli, the wax seal with the symbol of Geo unbroken. This must have been the warning she’d sent when she framed Beiyun. Childe read it over several times and laughed so hard tears formed at the corners of his eyes. Then he took out a piece of paper and began to write.


  My Dearest Sister,



  Surely it wouldn’t hurt to keep some extra stores of wine in reserve …


 


  
    Expensive errors.
  


Zhongli turned up to her first day of work at the Wangsheng Funeral Parlor in her own clothing, though a copy of Hu Tao’s uniform that had mysteriously made its way to her house was tucked unused under her left arm. In her right hand she held a small, stylistically chubby narwhal-shaped paperweight made of Noctilucous Jade. Originally she’d intended to give it as a gift to Childe but it had turned out so cute she decided to get a few days’ worth of use out of it first.

She stepped into the lobby and said, “Ah. I may have made a mistake.”

The interior of the Funeral Parlor was covered from ceiling to floor in gold spider statues.

 


  Fin.
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